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A Proposal on Qualifiers of Activity based on Population Surveys (1):
"Universal Independence” versus "Limited Independence".

Ueda S (Japanese Society for Rehabilitation of Persons with Disabilities, Japan)

Okawa Y (National Institute for Longevity Sciences, National Center of Geriatrics and

Gerontology, Japan)
Niwa S (Fukushima Medical University, Japan)

Shuto K (ICD office, Statistics and Information Department, Minister's Secretariat , Ministry of

Health, Labour and Welfare, Japan)

Abstract

In ICF, “the codes are only complete with the presence of a qualifier”, and “for this
quantification to be used in a universal manner, assessment procedures need to be developed
through research” (ICF Introduction). However, few empirical studies have been reported for

the establishment of the standard of qualifiers.

We have conducted surveys on the functioning of elderly population with ICF-based
questionnaires throughout Japan for the past four years. Data were collected from a total of

26,120 elderly people in ten surveys in six municipalities.

We have analysed these data for the purpose of an empirical standardization of qualifiers of
activity. The most important fact we have found is the need to make a sharp conceptual
distinction between "“Universal Independence” (being independent in all the probable
environmental varieties including social and community life) and “Limited Independence”
(being independent only in a limited environment such as their own home or close

neighborhood).

If we compare the percentages of the state of "Universal Independence” among three groups
of elderly people in different states of health and disability and also among different subgroups
within a group concerning age or degree of disability, there is a striking difference. Although
there is a large variation according to the type of activity and also to the characteristics of the

municipality, it is always highest in the group of “reqgular” elderly people with no registered
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disability and not qualified for the National Insurance for Long-term Care (NILC) (no or mild
problems); seconded by the group of elderly people with disability registration but not qualified
for NILC (mild to moderate problems); and lowest in the group of elderly people qualified for the
NILC (moderate, severe or total problems). Also comparison between two age subgroups
(65-74 yrs and 75+) reveals a clear difference within each group (much lower in 75+).
Furthermore, a comparison among the six different grades of NILC gqualification shows a clear
spectrum from rather high percentage in the low-care subgroup all the way down to zero in

high-care subgroups.

These clear differences among the three groups and within their subgroups, however,
becorme much unclear if "Universal Independence” is added with “Limited Independence” to

make "Independence Total.”

This fact means that such a distinction between “universal” versus “limited” independence is
particularly important for an early identification of mild to moderate activity limitation and

should be incorporated into the qualifier system of activities.

Introduction

In ICF, “the codes are only complete with the presence of a qualifier, which denotes
a magnitude of the level of health (e.g. severity of the problem)”, and “for this
quantification to be used in a universal manner, assessment procedures need to be
developed through research” (ICF Introduction pp.21-22). However, few empirical

studies have been reported for the establishment of the standard of qualifiers.

We have conducted surveys on the functioning of elderly population with ICF-based
questionnaires throughout Japan for the past four years. As the result data were
collected from a total of 26,120 elderly people in ten population surveys in six
municipalities of quite different location, size, geographical condition, industry and

degree of urbanization.

The main purpose of these surveys was primarily data collection for the planning
and policy making for health and welfare administration by the local governments.
Another purpose was the awareness raising among the population on the importance
of functioning as a component of total health. However, these results offer a wealth of

information that could be used also for other purposes. One of the uses of these data
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is, among others, the empirical study for the standardization of qualifiers in ICF.

We have analysed the data of these population surveys for the purpose of an
empirical standardization of qualifiers of activity. The most important fact we have
found in these surveys is the need to make a sharp conceptual distinction between
“Universal Independence” (being independent in the referred activity in all the
probable environmental varieties occurring in the regular life situations including social
and community life) and “Limited Independence” (being independent only in a limited

environment such as their own home or close neighborhood).
Method
1. Questionnaire

An ICF-based questionnaire was developed in 2003, which consisted of 86
multiple-choice questions including 28 on activity, four on participation, 17 on body
functions/structure, 15 on environmental factors, six on the 'third-party disability’ and
16 on the ‘subjective dimension of functioning and disability’. It was 18 pages long.
This first version has been modified in subsequent surveys, reducing the number of
questions by combining similar ones, adding some on health conditions etc., but the

basic structure has not been changed.
2. Target Population

The target of the first survey was all the elderly citizens (65+ years of age) of a
suburban city (population: 52,742) near Tokyo. They were 5,481 people, who were

divided into three groups.

Group A: “Regular” elderly people (N=4,532) with no registered disability (there is a
57-year old disability registration system in Japan) and not qualified for the National
Insurance for Long-term Care (NILC, since 2000) who were living in the community
(not hospitalized or traveling) at the time of the survey (people with no or mild

problems);

Group B: Elderly people with disability registration (N=230), who had not applied or
were not qualified for the NILC and living in the community (with mild to moderate

problems); and

Group C: Elderly people qualified by the NILC (N=719), which means that they were
not fully independent but needed certain type and degree of personal assistance (with

moderate, severe or total problems).
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In subsequent surveys this distinction of three groups and principle of the whole
population were observed as a principle. However, depending on the needs of the
municipality administration and due to the limit of time or resources some surveys had
to use randomized samples or limit themselves to not all of the three groups or to only

an age group (e.g. only “old old”).
3. Recovery Rate

In the first survey the questionnaires were mailed to and recovered by home visit in
Groups A and B. In Group C they were asked and filled in by home visit.
The recovery rate was very high, i.e.:
Group A: 4288 of 4532 (94.6%);
Group B: 209 of 230 (90.9%); and
Group C: 718 of 719 (99.9%). Of the people in the last group 545 were living in
community and 173 in long-term-care institutions.

Also in subsequent surveys the recovery rate was usually more than 90%.

Results

The results were extremely abundant and complicated. Only the data related to our

objective (empirical standardization of qualifiers of activity) will be presented.

Among the results the most important and relevant fact for our purpose is that the
comparison of percentages of the state of “Universal Independence” of an activity
among the three groups and among different subgroups within a group (in relation to

age or degree of disability) reveals a striking difference.

Although there is a large variation according to the type of activity and also to the
characteristics of the municipalities (urban or rural, for example), it is always highest
in Group A; which is seconded by Group B; and lowest in Group C. Also comparison
between two age subgroups (“young old” of 65-74 yrs. and “old old” of 75yrs+) reveals
a clear difference within each group (always much lower in the “old old”). Furthermore,
a comparison among the six different grades of NILC qualification shows a clear
spectrum from rather high percentage in the low-care subgroup all the way down to

zero in high-care subgroups.

These clear differences among the three groups and their subgroups, however,
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become unclear if “universal independence” is added with “limited independence” to

make “independence total.” Some examples will be presented below.

This fact means that such a distinction between “universal” versus “limited”
independence is particularly important for an early identification of mild to moderate
activity limitation and should be incorporated into the qualifier system of activities at
least in Chapters 3, 4 and 5, and studies shall be continued for possible application to

other chapters as well.
1. Dressing Activity

The “Universal Independence” in dressing activity (a540) is defined as: “"Choosing
clothes suitable for social activities/participation and putting on and taking off them
independently, including necktie, overcoat, kimono, etc.”

The “Limited Independence” is defined as:

“Independently putting on and taking off only clothes to be worn within the place of
daily living (home, hospital or institution).

The results of the first survey are shown in Table 1-1. If the “Totals” of “Universal
Independence” in the three groups are compared, a decline is clearly seen, first rather
gradual from 68.1% in Group A to 51.2 % in Group B, then sharp from there down to
7.0 % in Group C.

There is, however, an almost compensatory increase in “Limited Independence”, from
29.5% to 35.9% and then to 30.8%, respectively. So if two types of independence
were put together to make “Independence Total”, the decline becomes not so clear:
97.6% in Group A, 87.1% in Group B and 37.8 % in Group C, as summarily shown in
Table 1-2.

Differences between age subgroups within a group are also much clearer if only
“Universal Independence” is compared: It is 75.0 % in “young old” (65-74 yrs) and
56.7% in “old old” (75+ yrs) of Group A. In Group B it is 62.4% and 39.0%,

respectively.

Differences among six care needs categories within Group C are also very clear: In
“Help needed” (mainly for services of preventive nature) 27.1%; 14.7% in "Care
needed grade 1” ("Care 1”), 4.0% in "Care 2", 0.8% in "Care 3", and 0 in "Care 4" and

“Care 5",

These differences become not as sharp if two types of independence were added to

make “Independence Total". The age difference becomes 98.5% and 96.1% in Group
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