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Abstract
This paper addresses the relatively overlooked field of rehabilitation and physical 
medicine, offering an epistemological perspective on clinical reasoning in these 
disciplines, focusing on three different domains: diagnosis, prognosis, and treat-
ment. Rehabilitation sciences, often overshadowed by medicine and nursing, pres-
ent unique challenges in terms of clinical reasoning. We explore these challenges, 
highlighting the distinctive features that set rehabilitation apart from clinical medi-
cine. Notably, rehabilitation focuses on functions, aiming to improve an individual’s 
quality of life, setting it apart from disease-centered medicine. Drawing also from 
philosophical insights in nursing literature, we offer a multidisciplinary perspective 
on the epistemological dimensions of rehabilitation and physical medicine, shed-
ding light on their placement within healthcare disciplines.
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1  Introduction

Rehabilitation and physical medicine, also known as physiatry, have not received an 
attention comparable to nursing or medicine when it comes to the evaluation of the 
theoretical status of their practices (Whyte 2008), and the philosophical reflection 
on rehabilitation sciences is also limited and often focused on ethical issues (Banja 
1996; Hunt and Ells 2013; Richardson 2015)1. Only relatively a few studies have 
assessed the epistemology of rehabilitation disciplines (see, e.g., Parry 1997; Kerry 
et al. 2008; DeForge and Shaw 2012; Shaw et al. 2010; Higgs et al. (2019), Araujo et 
al. 2022) and almost always by authors who are not philosophy scholars.

Professional rehabilitation practices exhibit connections with physicians’ prac-
tices. The field of physical therapy incorporates aspects of our clinical reasoning 
approach that align with other healthcare professions. These common elements 
encompass a strong emphasis on patient-centered, collaborative reasoning and the 
integration of reflective and iterative components.

Recurring patterns imply the presence of overarching similarities in clinical rea-
soning across various healthcare disciplines (Huhn et al. 2019). For instance, pro-
fessionals in rehabilitative sciences mainly formulate functional diagnoses, which 
fundamentally relate to differential diagnoses; moreover, like physicians, rehabilita-
tors formulate prognoses and establish treatment plans. Additionally, it is common-
place for physicians and therapists to closely interact within a “team-based” division 
of labour (Garrison 2003), with the overarching objective of restoring a patient’s 
health. Nevertheless, it is essential to recognize that the unique focus of each profes-
sion also contributes to the disparities in their conceptualizations. This implies that, 
despite the initial impression of similarity between clinical medicine and rehabilita-
tion, certain fundamental issues differentiate these two disciplines while also high-
lighting significant commonalities with nursing.

First, according to the classical biomedical model, physicians’ work focuses on 
disease2, whereas rehabilitation professionals are primarily concerned with functions 
(Weiss et al. 2010; Jette 1989). Rehabilitation, akin to medicine, is centered on the 
restoration of specific bodily functions, but even more distinctly than medicine, it 
is explicitly aimed at enhancing a patient’s quality of life within a particular envi-
ronment (Garrison 2003). Second, it has been observed that “physiatry as a global 
concept is concerned with reducing pain, improving, and maintaining health-related 
functionality, reducing disability, and improving quality of life. Physiatrists are con-
cerned with improving the patient’s ability to function” (Weiss et al. 2010, p. 2). 
Third, there seems to be a fundamentally subjective and relational aspect to treatment 
plans and prognostic judgments in the field of rehabilitative sciences. This dimension 

1  Among possible definitions of physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R), see Manne, Nasser, Mai-
tin, in (Maitin 2014, p. 1): “PM&R focuses on the prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of disorders 
related to the nerves, muscles, and bones that may produce temporary or permanent impairment or dis-
ability. PM&R is often called the “quality of life profession,” because its goal is to enhance patient 
performance and improve function. The focus is on quality of life—medically, socially, emotionally, and 
vocationally—after an injury or disease”.

2  Of course, it is important to improve a more person-centered perspective in medicine, which goes 
beyond the classical biomedical model of care (Loughlin et al. 2014; Loughlin 2020; Miles 2017).
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does not appear to align with the role of physicians in medicine. In rehabilitation, it 
entails the patient’s active effort in restoring their health, extending beyond the mere 
selection of treatment methods, or having a marginal impact on prognostic assess-
ments (Chiffi and Zanotti 2017). It essentially demands the patient’s active psycho-
logical and physical participation (Ahlsen et al. 2020).

Based on these insights, this paper seeks to address the “placement problem” that 
affects rehabilitation, which concerns the disciplinary status of rehabilitation and 
physical medicine. In other words, our goal is to offer an epistemological perspec-
tive on the specific features of clinical reasoning within rehabilitation and physical 
medicine. Specifically, we will focus on traditional domains of clinical reasoning, 
namely, diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment. To accomplish this, we will also incor-
porate valuable philosophical insights drawn from the nursing literature, enhancing 
our comprehension of the subject.

The paper is structured as follows. In Sect. 2, we analyse some key aspects related 
to the formulation of diagnoses in rehabilitation. In Sect. 3, we focus on decisions 
about prognosis in rehabilitation, considering the notions of “rehabilitation potential” 
and “health potential”, and drawing comparisons between clinical reasoning in nurs-
ing and rehabilitation sciences. In Sect. 4, we explore the concepts of “rehabilitation 
potential” and “health potential” as possible ground for the selection of treatment 
options in rehabilitation, which are often strictly personalized for each patient. Sec-
tion 5 serves as the conclusion of this paper, where we discuss the epistemological 
status of rehabilitation.

2  Diagnosis

Diagnostic reasoning in medicine classically consists of associating a set of signs 
and symptoms of a patient to a specific disease in light of different types of clinical 
judgements that may have a nosographic or pathophysiological objective3. However, 
Jette (1989, 967) pointed out that:

“What differentiates diagnosis by the physical therapist from diagnosis by the 
physician is not the process itself but the phenomena that are being observed 
and classified”.

This topic has been indeed a subject of much discussion and has raised important 
questions within the field. Several authors (see, Sahrmann 1988; Jette 1989; Guc-
cione 1991; Jiandani and Mhatre 2018) have highlighted how physical therapists 
and rehabilitation professionals effectively establish diagnoses, although these diag-
noses are qualitatively different from those established by physicians. Among other 

3  Diagnoses (and prognoses) may be nosographic or pathophysiological, respectively. Regarding this 
dichotomy, see Federspil and Vettor (1999). Nosographic diagnoses aim to assign a patient’s pathological 
condition to a specific category with a nosographic taxonomy. Acknowledging the causes, explanations 
and mechanisms behind an individual’s pathological state is not necessary to formulate a nosographic 
diagnosis; on the contrary, this is necessary for pathophysiological diagnosis.
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possible diagnostic methods, such as pattern recognition, ex juvantibus4, etc., physi-
cians formulate differential diagnoses through the hypothetical-deductive method of 
selecting, testing, and ruling out hypotheses, whereas physical therapists formulate 
functional diagnoses, which at first glance are determined through similar cognitive 
processes5.

The debate surrounding two diagnostic approaches often centers on the distinc-
tion between them, which seems to hinge more on the specific focus of the diagnosis 
rather than the method employed. For instance, according to Jiandani and Mhatre 
(2018) the difference between these two approaches is rooted in differing perspec-
tives on the object of the diagnostic reasoning: the differential diagnosis focuses on 
the causes while the functional diagnosis emphasizes consequences of a disease. On 
one hand, physicians aim to formulate pathophysiological diagnoses, seeking to iden-
tify the underlying causes behind a constellation of signs and symptoms indicative of 
a disease. On the other hand, physical therapists focus on assessing the consequences 
of such a disease, which may manifest as disabilities, impairments, and handicaps for 
individual patients (see Guccione 1991; Wood, 1980).

Let’s illustrate this difference through a simple example. Consider a scenario 
where a patient presents with shoulder pain to a physician. In the quest for a diag-
nosis, the clinician investigates the patient’s medical history, conducts a compre-
hensive physical examination, and explores numerous potential causes of shoulder 
pain. This process may involve formulating different diagnostic hypotheses, ranging 
from rotator cuff tendinitis to shoulder impingement syndrome or even cervical spine 
issues. To either confirm or rule out these hypotheses, the physicians prescribe further 
investigative tests such as MRI or ultrasound. Based on the results of these test, the 
clinician formulates a final diagnosis, which serves as the foundation for devising an 
appropriate treatment plan, that aims to alleviate symptoms and cure the underlying 
cause of the diseases.

Now, imagine similar patients seeking assistance from a physiatrist for their shoul-
der pain. Instead of focusing solely on identifying specific conditions, the physiatrist 
focuses on evaluating the patient’s functional abilities and any limitations they may 
experience. This involves evaluating aspects such as range of motion, strength, and 
the ability to perform everyday tasks like reaching or lifting objects. Through this 
functional assessment, deficits are pinpointed –indicating, for instance, limited shoul-
der abduction or challenges with overhead lifting. Treatment under the physiatrist’s 
care revolves around tailored exercises aimed at bolstering functional capacity, such 
as strengthening the rotator cuff muscles or improving scapular stability. The over-
arching objective is to enhance the patient’s capability to re-engage in daily activities 
comfortably (see Table 1).

According to Sahrmann (1988, 1704), physical therapists establish diagnoses 
which target a specific object that is not directly a disease. Moreover, she defines the 

4  This is a diagnosis based on the process of making an inference about disease causation from an observed 
response of the disease to a treatment.

5  See, among others, Patel et al. (2005) and Stanley (2019) for a description of the use of the hypothetico-
deductive method in the formulation of diagnoses in medicine. See Lotter (2018), for a description of 
functional diagnoses.
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concept of diagnosis for a physical therapist in a way that is explicitly based on the 
concept of dysfunction, intended as an alteration of a function in a bodily system. 
With the concept of dysfunction, we can introduce further elements associated with 
functional diagnoses:

“Diagnosis is the term that names the primary dysfunction toward which the 
physical therapist directs treatment. The dysfunction is identified by the physi-
cal therapist based on the information obtained from the history, signs, symp-
toms, examination, and tests the therapist performs or requests” (Sahrmann 
1988, 1705).

Another relevant notion in rehabilitation is the concept of “functional limitation”. As 
clarified by Guccione (1991), Nagi (1965) defined the concept of functional limita-
tion in the following terms:

“Nagi, however, recognized the need for a concept that served as a bridge 
between the presence of impairment and an individual’s disability. He pro-
posed, therefore, the concept of ‘functional limitations which impairments set 
on the individual’s ability to perform the task and obligations of his usual roles 
and normal daily activities. These include roles within the family, peer group, 
community, work and other interaction settings as well as activities involved in 
self-care’” (Guccione 1991, p. 500, quoting Nagi 1965, p. 102).

The notion of functional limitation is connected to other concepts that are particularly 
relevant for the rehabilitation sciences such as disease, disability, and impairment 
(as shown in Fig. 1). Furthermore, as per Nagi’s (1965) characterization of the dis-
ablement process, there exists a sequential progression that can potentially result in 
disability. This progression encompasses the transition from a disease to a state of 
disability, wherein impairments and functional limitations serve as the second and 

Table 1  Differential and functional diagnosis: contrasting approaches and goals
Focus Methods Goals

Differential Diagnosis Causes of the 
diseases

Hypothetical-deductive Treating symptoms and 
curing the disease

Functional Diagnosis Consequences of 
the disease

Alternative methods: narra-
tive reasoning, case-based 
reasoning, etc.

Restoring functions and 
enhancing the overall 
wellbeing of patient

Fig. 1  Diagram adapted from Guccione (1991, 500)
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third stages. If any function fails to be restored at each step of this sequence, the 
patient may experience a lasting disability in some cases6.

It is worth noting that the model of disablement proposed by Nagi (1965) has been 
updated by The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health 
(ICF) for the rehabilitation sciences. As observed by Atkinson and Nixon-Cave 
(2011, 418):

“The Guide to Physical Therapist Practice also uses the Nagi model of dis-
ablement, which centers on the concepts of pathology, impairment, functional 
limitation, and disability, as a foundation […] More recently, the profession 
has adopted the ICF as a framework to approach patient care that shifts the 
conceptual emphasis away from negative connotations such as disability and 
places focus on the positive abilities of the individual at the patient level rather 
than the systems level”.

This means that in accordance with the ICF model, rehabilitation sciences appear to 
deal with some core aspects of patient’s wellbeing and environment that go beyond 
his or her pathological condition. This emphasis on the overall wellbeing of the 
patient that is not just the medical recovery may find a parallel debate in nursing. As 
suggested by Edwards et al. (2004), recent developments in research on both nursing 
and physical therapy diagnoses show that they do not seem to be formulated through 
the hypothetical–deductive method of selecting a hypothesis among a set of oth-
ers that were previously generated7. For example, the use of other methods, such as 
narrative reasoning or case-based reasoning in the case of physical therapy are very 
common (Edwards et al. 2004).

On these initial grounds, we argue that the methods and the phenomena classified 
in functional diagnoses by physical therapists can be compared to the phenomena 
at stake in nursing diagnoses, which do not always include a direct reference to dis-
eases. For instance, nursing diagnosis does not aim to isolate a specific pathophysi-
ological condition by trying to acknowledge the causes of a functional or organic 
alteration (as in medical diagnoses), and it must not merely rename and mimic a 
medical diagnosis (Chiffi and Zanotti 2015; Chiffi 2021). Therefore, there seems 

6  Guccione (1991) does not provide a specific definition of the concept of disease, while the definition 
of impairment provided by Guccione coincides with that contained in the International Classification of 
Impairments, Disabilities and Handicaps (ICIDH) framework, which defines ‘impairment’ “as an altera-
tion in anatomical, physiological, or psychological structures or functions that is the result of some under-
lying pathology” (Guccione 1991, p. 500). Finally, the definition of disability Guccione adopts conforms 
to Nagi’s model and makes clear that “Nagi reserves the term ‘disability’ for patterns of behaviours that 
emerge over long periods of time during which an individual experiences functional limitation to such 
a degree that he or she cannot create some semblance of ‘normal’ overall role performance” (Guccione 
1991, p. 500). A more recent contribution on the notion of disability is (Leplege et al. 2016).

7  “Until the mid-1990s, the forms of clinical reasoning discussed were the main forms of reasoning 
described in the physical therapy literature. Researchers of expertise and clinical reasoning in physical 
therapy, nursing, and occupational therapy, then began to consider alternative methods for studying the 
development of expertise and the nature of clinical reasoning. In each field, engagement with the patient 
and family, as compared with the emphasis on the initial diagnosis, in our opinion, led clinicians to ask 
different kinds of questions regarding the nature of patients’ experiences of pain, illness, and disability” 
(Edwards et al. 2004, p. 314).

1 3

   10   Page 6 of 15



Global Philosophy           (2024) 34:10 

to be some similarities between diagnoses in nursing and in rehabilitation aimed at 
enhancing the overall wellbeing of the patient.

3  Prognosis

A prognosis is the ultimate outcome of a comprehensive clinical evaluation, primar-
ily centered on the future (Chiffi and Andreoletti 2021). This is why it is generally 
regarded as a more intricate task than formulating a diagnosis or determining treat-
ment options (Christakis and Sachs 1996). Even when a diagnosis has been carefully 
established, the prognosis can remain uncertain due to our incomplete understanding 
of pathological conditions, and the potential for diseases to evolve in unpredictable 
ways8 (Austoni and Federspil 1975). Moreover, a patient’s specific features can sig-
nificantly influence prognostic judgment. This phenomenon appears to be especially 
relevant in the field of rehabilitation sciences, where population-based evidence may 
be challenging to directly apply to the care of an individual, because of the role of 
contextual factors9.

In the rehabilitation sciences prognostic judgements are often considered to be 
shaped by an estimation of “rehabilitation potential” of the patient. This concept of 
rehabilitation potential has been defined as follows:

“Rehabilitation potential consists of a clinician’s prediction of a patient’s 
expected improvement with rehabilitation interventions. Clinician prediction is 
based on patient characteristics as well as the local healthcare environment and 
is shaped by the clinician’s personal characteristics. Rehabilitation potential 
falls along a continuum and can change over time” (Whiting 1950).

For instance, regaining functions after their loss can be difficult for older adults 
with frailty (Cowley et al. 2021; Bean et al. 2019). The assessment of rehabilitation 
potential for each patient should prioritize a comprehensive approach that integrates 
restorative and adaptive strategies to optimize patient activity and participation in 
care. However, assessing the rehabilitation potential involves a complex, multidisci-
plinary decision-making process that includes providing a prognostic judgement of 
the expected outcomes and benefits of rehabilitation programs (Cowley et al. 2021). 
Researchers have also utilized this notion to establish a prognostic framework for 
understanding how rehabilitation can potentially reinstate daily living activities. 

8  Diagnostic reasoning requires deductive, inductive and abductive types of reasoning. Abduction is an 
invitation to explore a hypothesis reasoning from the consequences to the hypothesis that may explain 
them (Barés Gómez and Fontaine 2022; Magnani 2001, 2023; Pietarinen and Bellucci 2014). Barosi, 
Magnani and Stefanelli (1993) and Magnani (2001) made clear that diagnostic reasoning is based on 
selective abduction, namely the clinical hypothesis to be judged is selected within a range of a well-
established set of potential hypotheses. This means that it is not very common to create a new diagnostic 
hypothesis capable of modifying medical knowledge, that is it is very unlikely to have creative abduction 
in diagnostics. Instead, in virtue of its complexity, prognostic reasoning seems to be much more prone to 
creative forms of abduction.

9  Regarding prognosis in rehabilitation sciences, see Hudak et al. (1996). Regarding the concept of health 
in rehabilitation, see Bientzle et al. (2014).
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This framework encompasses several factors, such as how rehabilitation can aid the 
patient in resuming daily activities, considering the individual’s psychological readi-
ness for rehabilitation, and accounting for the impact of the rehabilitation environ-
ment and contextual factors on the prospects of recovery (Nagi 1964; Cowley et al. 
2021; Burton et al. 2015).

The assessment of rehabilitation potential focuses on individual patients, rather 
than just relying on population-based predictive models of rehabilitation outcomes. 
It draws from various sources that try to integrate epidemiological predictive models 
with experiential knowledge (Burton et al. 2015).

However, the concept of rehabilitation potential should not be employed to ratio-
nalize resource allocation decisions in healthcare or patient selection for rehabili-
tation interventions. Instead, it should be embraced to enhance the formulation of 
prognoses within the field of rehabilitation. Nonetheless, the potential to restore and 
promote health may extend beyond possibly measurable functional goals (Wade 
2023). Even in this case a comparison with certain themes in philosophy of nursing 
can provide further clarification on this matter.

The main idea underlying clinical judgment in nursing and rehabilitation medicine 
is the promotion of a holistic person-centered perspective that extends beyond the 
pathophysiological aspects of care. According to Henderson (1966), this is highly 
relevant in nursing. As she pointed out:

“The unique function of the nurse is to assist the individual, sick or well, in the 
performance of those activities contributing to health or its recovery (or peace-
ful death) that he would perform unaided if he had the necessary strength, will 
or knowledge. And to do this in such a way as to help him gain independence 
as rapidly as possible” (Henderson 1966, p. 15).

This definition is counterfactual in the sense that it requires a nurse to formulate 
a set of hypotheses in an alternative scenario in which a patient possesses all the 
required cognitive resources and bodily functions to perform unaided daily activities. 
Indeed, a nurse’s primary role is to assist the patient in improving and, if possible, 
restoring their optimal level of independence in performing these activities. Such an 
optimal level can be fixed once the nurse can judge the patient’s health potential (i.e., 
understanding the maximal possibility for an individual to restore independence for 
self-care, given the patient’s conditions). This may provide grounds for justifying 
specific nursing-oriented forms of clinical reasoning and interventions, in particular 
those regarding patient’s potentiality to enhance specific behaviors possibly with the 
assistance of health professionals. The goal is not only to restore functions but also to 
promote global well-being, considering the patient’s values, desires, and worldviews. 
For instance, having the opportunity to pray at the hospital can be a means for some 
patients to enhance their personal well-being.

We believe that the concept of “health potential” may also play a relevant role 
in rehabilitation and physical disciplines. It primarily concerns the prospective out-
comes of a specific treatment for a patient, making it particularly relevant for prog-
nostic purposes. Understanding a patient’s health potential is valuable for healthcare 
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professionals as it provides insights into what can be realistically achieved to attain a 
specific state of health, which is essential information for prognosis.

However, unlike medicine, which traditionally focuses on pathological aspects or 
deviations from a given norm, nursing and rehabilitation sciences involve evaluat-
ing a patient’s health potential by actively encouraging individuals to better manage 
their psychophysical processes, with the patient actively participating in their care10 
(Chiffi and Zanotti 2016). This approach goes beyond merely achieving functional 
goals.

4  Treatment

In the previous sections, we have investigated some key aspects related to the role of 
diagnostic and prognostic reasoning in the rehabilitation disciplines. In this section, 
we explore the characteristic elements of treatments in rehabilitation and analyse 
them through an epistemological lens. We will focus on the nature and impact of 
evidence and the specific patterns of reasoning for rehabilitation treatments.

4.1  Evidence

A recurring theoretical theme in rehabilitation and physical medicine is indeed the so-
called “practice–theory gap” (also known as “the know–do gap”) due to the difficul-
ties of transferring research evidence into the practice of the discipline (Snöljung and 
Gustafsson 2019). Numerous hurdles have made the implementation of evidence-
based approaches in the field of rehabilitation difficult, thereby impeding the per-
ceived progress of scientific advancement in this domain (Hart & Bagiella 2012). A 
striking example of these challenges can be seen in the several barriers faced when 
conducting clinical trials testing rehabilitation interventions. Consequently, the field 
is often criticized for its absence of a robust empirical foundation, essential for dem-
onstrating the efficacy of crucial interventions (Maher et al. 2004). According to the 
critics, the field of rehabilitation lacks a solid empirical foundation to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of its key interventions. In comparison to drug development, where 
rigorous multicenter trials are a prerequisite for regulatory approval, rehabilitation 
trials lag behind. Several unique characteristics of rehabilitation sciences contribute 
to this lag (Gordon 2009; Wade 2003).

Firstly, the absence of immediate catastrophic clinical failures means that there 
is less pressure to rigorously test and refine rehabilitation methods. In fields like 
surgery or drug development, if a procedure or drug is ineffective or harmful, the 
consequences are often immediate and catastrophic (Andreoletti 2021). For exam-
ple, a poorly designed surgical procedure can lead to severe complications during 
or immediately after surgery (Andreoletti and Bina 2022). In drug development, an 
ineffective drug may not have the desired therapeutic effects, and adverse reactions 
can be apparent shortly after administration. However, in rehabilitation, the outcomes 
are typically less immediate and dramatic. Patients do not face life-threatening con-

10  On the philosophy of nursing, see Risjord (2011), Bluhm (2014) and Lipscomb (2023).
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sequences due to poor rehabilitation methods in the same way that surgical patients 
might if a procedure fails. This lack of immediate, catastrophic failures can reduce 
the sense of urgency to rigorously test and refine rehabilitation interventions. Con-
sequently, there may be less motivation to invest in expensive and time-consuming 
clinical trials or research to assess and improve rehabilitation techniques.

Secondly, rehabilitation interventions often lack clear endpoints, making it chal-
lenging to design clinical trials. Rehabilitation outcomes are often multifaceted, com-
plex, and patient-specific (Bagiella 2009). Unlike other medical fields where success 
is measured by straightforward endpoints like survival rates or specific biological 
markers, rehabilitation goals are diverse and occasionally subjective. For instance, 
the success of a rehabilitation program may be evaluated based on improvements 
in a patient’s mobility, pain management, cognitive function, or overall well-being. 
These outcomes can be challenging to measure precisely and consistently (i.e. objec-
tively) making it difficult to design clinical trials with clear, universally, and appli-
cable endpoints.

Thirdly, the nature of rehabilitation interventions, introduces complexities in stan-
dardization, a crucial requirement for rigorous empirical testing (Hart & Bagiella 
2012). Many rehabilitation interventions involve behavioral therapies and exercises 
that are highly dependent on patient cooperation and the skill of the therapist. Unlike 
the administration of a drug or a surgical procedure, which can be standardized and 
controlled more easily, the delivery of behavioral therapy in rehabilitation can vary 
widely from one therapist to another. This variability in treatment delivery can com-
plicate the standardization necessary for rigorous clinical trials, as the effectiveness 
of a behavioral therapy may depend on the skills and methods of individual therapists.

Lastly, rehabilitation lacks the industry interest seen in drug and medical device 
development (Dromerick 2003). Unlike drug and medical device development, 
where pharmaceutical and medical device companies have a strong financial incen-
tive to invest in research and development due to the potential for substantial profits, 
rehabilitation sciences lack a similar level of industry interest. The economic incen-
tives in rehabilitation are typically not as pronounced - to say the least - leading to 
very limited investment in research and development. This lack of financial backing 
can hinder the ability to conduct large-scale, rigorous clinical trials and impede the 
progress of evidence-based practices in the field of rehabilitation.

4.2  Reasoning

In the field of rehabilitation sciences, the utilization of reliable evidence poses signifi-
cant challenges, making treatment decision-making particularly complex. Therefore, 
it’s essential to consider the rationale behind these decisions.

In the previous sections, we explored commonalities between clinical reasoning 
in nursing and physiatry that are crucial for formulating treatment plans. We have 
established that a major factor contributing to the similarity between clinical reason-
ing in physical therapy and nursing lies in the concepts of “rehabilitation potential” 
(the capacity to achieve specific functional goals) and “health potential” (the capacity 
to enhance overall health). The former is primarily used in rehabilitation sciences, 
while the latter is more commonly employed in nursing.
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The goal of both disciplines is to enhance the patients’ overall health through 
their active participation. Unlike medical interventions, both physiatry and nurs-
ing require the active involvement of the patient in improving their health potential. 
Thus, a patient’s active participation in care is not only a distinct feature of nursing 
but also a critical element in any rehabilitation-related treatment (Ramakrishna and 
Cifu 2003). However, there are unique aspects to judgments and interventions in 
physiatry, primarily related to health potential being mainly (though not exclusively) 
assessed through the functional notion of rehabilitation potential. Physical therapists 
are responsible for formulating diagnoses and prognoses that ultimately guide the 
implementation of treatment plans. Their main objective goes beyond just resolving 
functional impairments; it also includes the resolution of other problems that might 
be interfering with the patient’s well-being.

It is possible express the relationship among the different facets of clinical reason-
ing in physiatry (in particular, for treatments) in the following way:

A judgment regarding a functional limitation requires:

a.	 Evaluation of a functional impairment (dysfunction) and
b.	 Assessment of an individual’s rehabilitation potential.

The notion of “functional limitation” has two components. The first component is 
impairment (i.e., dysfunction). In this context, a physical therapist formulates and 
executes treatment plans aimed at restoring impaired function. This crucial role of 
treatment planning is guided by a cluster of signs and symptoms hypothetically asso-
ciated with a disease, resembling to a certain extent the role of a treatment plan estab-
lished by a physician.

The second component of the concept of functional limitation is rehabilitation 
potential, which aims to evaluate the possibility that the patient may regain the loss 
or altered functions. As we have seen, this notion can be further extended to enhance 
the global health potential of the patient including environmental, social, and anthro-
pological dimensions of care.

The relative importance of components (a) and (b) can vary depending on the spe-
cific nature of the rehabilitation discipline, addressing the specificities and complexi-
ties of various interventions in the field of rehabilitation. However, the interaction 
between these components remains consistent across the board.

Clinical reasoning in rehabilitation sciences builds upon the specific notion of 
functional limitation, which is essential for a treatment plan aiming to restore not 
only bodily impairment (rehabilitation potential) but also requires medical knowl-
edge as well as a holistic approach to care, as in nursing (health potential). This 
implies that reasoning in physiatry demands skills connected to both medicine and 
nursing while also focusing on the functional aspects that impact a patient’s overall 
health. Moreover, placing emphasis on functionality and individual well-being could 
aid in overcoming some of the challenges associated with designing and conducting 
clinical trials in rehabilitation sciences, thus promoting a better interplay between 
research and practice.
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5  Conclusion

In the realm of clinical reasoning, bridging the gap between medicine and rehabilita-
tion sciences poses a unique challenge. While medicine provides a solid foundation 
for clinical knowledge, there are inherent analytic gaps that must be addressed when 
we focus on the concept of rehabilitation. These gaps cannot be entirely filled by the 
existing literature on clinical reasoning in medicine, necessitating a multidisciplinary 
and philosophical approach. While nursing and medicine have traditionally been sub-
jects of more extensive theoretical scrutiny, rehabilitation sciences have often been 
relegated to the periphery of philosophical examination, with the limited focus pri-
marily on ethical considerations. Only a handful of studies have ventured into the 
epistemological dimensions of rehabilitation disciplines, and these have often been 
conducted almost always by non-philosophers.

To fill this gap, we investigated the unique characteristics of rehabilitation sci-
ences, shedding light on what sets them apart from clinical medicine. Our focus was 
on analyzing clinical reasoning within the realm of rehabilitation sciences, particu-
larly in the traditional domains of diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment, drawing com-
parisons with medicine and noting similarities with nursing.

In Sect. 2, we investigated the distinct nature of diagnoses in rehabilitation sci-
ences, emphasizing the shift from disease-centered diagnoses prevalent in clinical 
medicine to functional diagnoses. Unlike medicine, where diagnoses primarily tar-
geted the causes of diseases, rehabilitation sciences centered on the consequences of 
these ailments.

Section 3 explored how this distinction extended to the concept of “health poten-
tial”, a critical factor in determining prognosis and treatment strategies. This notion 
transcended mere functional goals and encompassed what we termed “rehabilitation 
potential”, guiding the formulation of effective treatment plans.

Finally, in Sect. 4, we examined the “practice-theory gap” within rehabilitation 
sciences, elucidating the specific challenges inherent in translating research findings 
into practical applications. Additionally, we investigated the unique reasoning pro-
cesses underlying treatment decision-making in rehabilitation sciences.

The philosophy of rehabilitation may be considered a pivotal element within the 
broader philosophy of clinical practice. It is a field that warrants not only the attention 
of clinicians but also rigorous epistemological scrutiny from philosophers. Reha-
bilitation specialists can gain a deeper understanding and analyse the main facets 
of reasoning behind their practice more efficiently, while philosophers may find in 
rehabilitation disciplines an intriguing new field to explore in healthcare. The collab-
orative efforts of both disciplines can unlock new dimensions in understanding and 
improving the practice of rehabilitation in an interdisciplinary and global philosophi-
cal perspective.

Acknowledgements  We would like to express our gratitude to two anonymous referees whose remarks 
significantly contributed to enhancing our paper. Additionally, we extend our thanks to Matthieu Fontaine 
and Cristina Barés-Gómez for their outstanding organization of the International Workshop on Logic, Phi-
losophy, and History of Medicine at the University of Seville, as well as for their impeccable work as guest 
editors of this issue. This study has been supported by the Italian Ministry of University and Research 
under the Prin Scheme (Project BRIO, no. 2020SSKZ7R and Project NAND, no. 2022JCMHFS).

1 3

   10   Page 12 of 15



Global Philosophy           (2024) 34:10 

Funding  Open access funding provided by Politecnico di Milano within the CRUI-CARE Agreement.

Declarations

Conflict of Interest  The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use 
is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Ahlsen B, Engebretsen E, Nicholls D, Mengshoel AM (2020) The singular patient in patient-centred 
care: physiotherapists’ accounts of treatment of patients with chronic muscle pain. Med Humanit 
46(3):226–233

Andreoletti M (2021) Why do we need randomized controlled trials? Medical scandals and the evolution 
of drug regulation. Future Sci Ethics 6(1):54–63

Andreoletti M, Bina F (2022) A defense of surgical procedures regulation. Theor Med Bioeth 
43(2–3):155–168

Araujo A, Kinsella EA, Thomas A, Demonari Gomes L, Marcolino Q, T (2022) Clinical reasoning in 
Occupational Therapy Practice: a scoping review of qualitative and conceptual peer-reviewed litera-
ture. Am J Occup Ther 76(3):7603205070

Atkinson HL, Nixon-Cave K (2011) A tool for clinical reasoning and reflection using the international 
classification of functioning, disability and health (ICF) framework and patient management model. 
Phys Ther (91):416–430

Austoni M, Federspil G (1975) Principi di metodologia clinica. Cedam, Padova
Bagiella E (2009) Clinical trials in rehabilitation: single or multiple outcomes? Arch Phys Med Rehabil 

90(11):S17–S21
Banja JD (1996) Ethics, values, and world culture: the impact on rehabilitation. Disabil Rehabil 

18(6):279–284
Barés Gómez C, Fontaine M (2022) Medical reasoning and the GW Model of Abduction. In: Magnani L 

(ed) Handbook of Abductive Cognition. Springer, Cham
Barosi G, Magnani L, Stefanelli M (1993) Medical diagnostic reasoning: epistemological modeling as a 

strategy for design of computer-based consultation programs. Theoret Med 14:43–55
Bean JF, Orkaby AR, Driver JA (2019) Geriatric rehabilitation should not be an oxymoron: a path forward. 

Arch Phys Med Rehabil 100(5):995–1000
Bientzle M, Cress U, Kimmerle J (2014) Epistemological beliefs and therapeutic health con-

cepts of physiotherapy students and professionals. BMC Med Educ 14:208. https://doi.
org/10.1186/1472-6920-14-208

Bluhm RL (2014) The (dis)unity of nursing science. Nurs Philos 15(4):250–260
Burton CR, Horne M, Woodward-Nutt K, Bowen A, Tyrrell P (2015) What is rehabilitation potential? 

Development of a theoretical model through the accounts of healthcare professionals working in 
stroke rehabilitation services. Disabil Rehabil 37(21):1955–1960

Chiffi D (2021) Clinical reasoning: knowledge, uncertainty, and values in health care. Springer, Cham
Chiffi D, Andreoletti M (2021) What’s going to happen to me? Prognosis in the face of uncertainty. Topoi 

40:319–326
Chiffi D, Zanotti R (2015) Medical and nursing diagnoses: a critical comparison. J Eval Clin Pract 

21(1):1–6

1 3

Page 13 of 15     10 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6920-14-208
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6920-14-208


Global Philosophy           (2024) 34:10 

Chiffi D, Zanotti R (2016) Perspectives on clinical possibility: elements of analysis. J Eval Clin Pract 
22(4):509–514

Chiffi D, Zanotti R (2017) Fear of knowledge: clinical hypotheses in diagnostic and prognostic reasoning. 
J Eval Clin Pract 23(5):928–934

Christakis NA, Sachs GA (1996) The role of prognosis in clinical decision-making. J Gen Intern Med 
11(7):422–425

Cowley A, Goldberg SE, Gordon AL, Kerr M, Logan P (2021) Exploring rehabilitation potential in older 
people living with frailty: a qualitative focus group study. BMC Geriatr 21:1–11

DeForge R, Shaw J (2012) Back‐ and fore‐grounding ontology: exploring the linkages between criti-
cal realism, pragmatism, and methodologies in health & rehabilitation sciences. Nursing Inquiry 
19(1):83–95.

Dromerick AW (2003) Evidence-based rehabilitation: the case for and against constraint-induced move-
ment therapy. J Rehabilitation Res Dev 40(1):1–8

Edwards I, Jones M, Carr J, Braunack-Mayer A, Jensen GM (2004) Clinical reasoning strategies in physi-
cal therapy. Phys Ther 84:312–330

Federspil G, Vettor R (1999) Clinical and laboratory logic. Clin Chim Acta 280(1–2):25–34
Garrison SJ (ed) (2003) Handbook of physical medicine and rehabilitation. Lippincott Williams and 

Wilkins: Philadelphia
Gordon WA (2009) Clinical trials in rehabilitation research: balancing rigor and relevance. Arch Phys Med 

Rehabil 90(11):S1–S2
Guccione AA (1991) Physical therapy diagnosis and the relationship between impairments and function. 

Phys Ther 71:499–504
Hart T, Bagiella E (2012) Design and implementation of clinical trials in rehabilitation research. Arch Phys 

Med Rehabil 93(8):S117–S126
Henderson V (1966) The nature of nursing. The Macmillian Company, New York
Higgs J, Jensen GM, Loftus S, Christensen N (eds) (2019) Clinical reasoning in the Health professions, 

4th edn. Elsevier
Hudak PL, Cole DC, Haines AT (1996) Understanding prognosis to improve rehabilitation. The case of 

lateral elbow pain. Arch Phys Med Rehabil 77:586–593
Huhn K, Gilliland SJ, Black LL, Wainwright SF, Christensen N (2019) Clinical reasoning in physical 

therapy: a concept analysis. Phys Ther 99(4):440–456
Hunt MR, Ells C (2013) A patient-centered care ethics analysis model for rehabilitation. Am J Phys Med 

Rehabil 92(9):818–827
Jette AM (1989) Diagnosis and classification by physical therapists: a special communication. Phys Ther 

69(11):967–969
Jiandani MP, Mhatre BS (2018) Physical therapy diagnosis: how is it different? J Postgrad Med 64(2):69–72
Kerry R, Maddocks M, Mumford S (2008) Philosophy of science and physiotherapy: an insight into prac-

tice. Physiother Theory Pract 24(6):397–407
Leplege A, Barral C, Mc Pherson K (2016) Conceptualizing disability to inform rehabilitation: Historical 

and epistemological perspectives. Annals of Physical and Rehabilitation Medicine, 59, Supplement, 
September 2016: e59-e64

Lipscomb M (2023) Routledge handbook of philosophy and nursing. Routledge, London
Lotter M (2018) Metodo E ragionamento clinico in riabilitazione. Un contributo epistemologico. Il Poli-

grafo, Padova
Loughlin M (2020) Person centered care: Advanced philosophical perspectives. Eur J Person Centred 

Healthc 8(1):20–33
Loughlin M, Bluhm R, Fuller J, Burtow S, Upshur RE, Borgerson K, Goldenberg MJ, Kingma E (2014) 

Philosophy, medicine and health care-where we have come from and where we are going. J Eval Clin 
Pract 20(6):902–907

Magnani L (2001) Abduction, reason, and science. Processes of discovery and explanation. Kluwer, New 
York

Magnani L (ed) (2023) Handbook of abductive cognition. Springer Nature, Cham
Maher CG, Sherrington C, Elkins M, Herbert RD, Moseley AM (2004) Challenges for evidence-

based physical therapy: accessing and interpreting high-quality evidence on therapy. Phys Ther 
84(7):644–654

Maitin IB (2014) Current diagnosis & treatment: Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation. McGraw-Hill Edu-
cation, New York

1 3

   10   Page 14 of 15



Global Philosophy           (2024) 34:10 

Miles A (2017) From evidence-based to evidence‐informed, from patient‐focussed to person‐centered—
the ongoing energetics of health and social care discourse as we approach the third era of medicine. 
J Eval Clin Pract 23(1):3–4

Nagi SZ (1964) A study in the evaluation of disability and rehabilitation potential: concepts, methods, and 
procedures. Am J Public Health Nations Health 54(9):1568–1579

Nagi SZ (1965) Some conceptual issues in disability and rehabilitation. In M.B.Sussman (ed.), Sociology 
and Rehabilitation. American Sociological Association, Washington DC, pp 100–113

Parry A (1997) New paradigms for old: musings on the shape of clouds. Physiotherapy 83(8):423–433
Patel VL, Arocha JF, Zhang J (2005) Thinking and reasoning in medicine. In: Holyoak KJ, Morrison RG 

(eds) The Cambridge handbook of thinking and reasoning. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
pp 727–741

Pietarinen A-V, Bellucci F (2014) New light on Peirce’s conceptions of retroduction, deduction, and scien-
tific reasoning. Int Stud Philos Sci 28(4):353–373

Ramakrishna KG, Cifu DX (2003) Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation: Philosophy, Patient Care Issues, 
and Physiatric Evaluation. In S.G. Garrison (ed.). Handbook of Physical Medicine and Rehabilita-
tion, 1–9

Richardson RW (2015) Ethical issues in physical therapy. Curr Rev Musculoskelet Med 8(2):118–121
Risjord M (2011) Nursing knowledge: Science, practice, and philosophy. Wiley, Oxford
Sahrmann SA (1988) Diagnosis by the physical therapist–a prerequisite for treatment. A special commu-

nication. Phys Ther 68(11):1703–1706
Shaw JA, Connelly DM, Zecevic AA (2010) Pragmatism in practice: mixed methods research for physio-

therapy. Physiother Theory Pract 26(8):510–518
Snöljung Å, Gustafsson LK (2019) Physiotherapy: how to work with evidence in daily practice. J Eval 

Clin Pract 25(2):216–223
Stanley DE (2019) The logic of medical diagnosis: Generating and selecting hypotheses. Topoi 38:437–446
Wade DT (2003) Barriers to rehabilitation research, and overcoming them. Clin Rehabil 17(1):1–4
Wade DT (2023) Rehabilitation potential: a critical review of its meaning and validity. Clin Rehabil 

37(7):869–875
Weiss L, Weiss J, Pobre T (2010) Oxford American handbook of physical medicine and rehabilitation. 

Oxford University Press, New York
Whiting HS (1950) Classification of rehabilitation potential. Journal of Rehabilitation 16(6):7–9.
Whyte J (2008) A grand unified theory of rehabilitation (we wish!). The 57th John Stanley Coulter Memo-

rial lecture. Arch Phys Med Rehabil 89(2):203–209
Wood PHN (1980). The language of disablement: a glossary relating to disease and its consequences. 

International Rehabilitation Medicine 2:86–92.

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations. 

1 3

Page 15 of 15     10 


	﻿Philosophy and Clinical Reasoning in Rehabilitation Sciences: Bridging the Gap
	﻿Abstract
	﻿1﻿ ﻿Introduction
	﻿﻿2﻿ ﻿Diagnosis
	﻿3﻿ ﻿Prognosis
	﻿4﻿ ﻿Treatment
	﻿4.1﻿ ﻿Evidence
	﻿4.2﻿ ﻿Reasoning

	﻿5﻿ ﻿Conclusion
	﻿References


