
Knowledge Organiser – A Level Sociology 
Health and disability: Def initions  

The medical profession in the 
UK defines health as being the 
‘absence of disease’. However, 
the World Health Organization 
(WHO) 1948 state that health is ‘a 
state of complete physical, mental 
and social well-being and not 
merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity’. Blaxter (2010) argues 
that there is no universal definition 
on what health and illness are or 
what they mean. There is a huge 
difference between what health 
professionals define as health and 
illness and what ‘lay’ definitions 
are. What health is to you may be 
completely different to somebody 
else. Sociologists therefore argue 
that health and illness are socially 
constructed. Social construction 
can be defined as the important 
characteristics of something, such 
as health, illness, disability or 
crime and deviance, being created 
and influenced by the attitudes, 
actions and interpretations of 
members of society. 

Defining health and illness

Negative definition 
of health:

This is where an individual believes they have a good state of health because they have nothing wrong with them, ‘I am 
healthy because I do not have an illness or disability’.

Positive definition 
of health:

This is when someone is maintaining a healthy lifestyle by being physically fit and working to ensure that they have 
good mental health. The individual regards the things they can do well such as having an active life and feeling well as 
an indicator of good health.

Holistic definition 
of health:

This is when a person is seen with all their needs being addressed. All aspects of people’s needs, including 
psychological, physical, social and emotional, should be taken into account and seen as a whole.

Disease:
Disease is defined as a disorder of structure or function, especially one that produces specific symptoms or that affects 
a specific location and is not simply a direct result of physical injury.

Disability:
Disability refers to the loss or limitation of opportunities to take part in society on an equal level with others due to 
social and environmental barriers.

Discrimination:
Discrimination refers to treating a person or group of people differently, especially in a worse way than you treat other 
people.

Prejudice: Prejudice is an unfair and unreasonable opinion or feeling, especially formed without enough thought or knowledge.

Impairment:
Impairment refers to an injury, illness or congenital condition that causes or is likely to cause a loss or difference of 
physiological or psychological function and is likely to place restrictions on day-to-day activities.

Stigma:
Stigma refers to when certain people have a label placed upon them and are therefore discredited because they 
possess characteristics that are seen as ‘negative’.

Medicalisation:
Medicalisation is the process whereby previously non-medical social issues come to be seen and defined in medical 
terms under the authority of doctors.

Social 
construction:

The important characteristics of something, such as health, illness, disability or crime and deviance, being created and 
influenced by the attitudes, actions, and interpretations of members of society.

The sick role: According to Parsons’ model, the sick person can be expected to be afforded two rights. These rights, however, were 
conditional on the patient following two obligations and if these were not met that their rights as a ‘sick person’ would 
be withdrawn.

Rights: 1. The sick person is temporarily exempt from performing ‘normal’ social roles (such as going to work or 
housekeeping). The more severe the sickness, the greater the exemption. 2. A genuine illness is seen as beyond the 
control of the sick person and not curable by simple willpower and motivation. Therefore, the sick person should not 
be blamed for their illness and they should be taken care of by others until they can resume their normal social role.

Obligations: 1. The sick person is expected to see being sick as undesirable and so are under the obligation to try and 
get well as quickly as possible. 2. After a certain period of time, the sick person must seek technically competent help 
(usually a doctor) and cooperate with the advice given in order to get better.


