
 

Eliminating socioeconomic disparities in
youth physical activity could save over $15
billion, study shows
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What would happen if the existing disparities in physical activity levels
between youth of lower and higher socioeconomic statuses were
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eliminated? Previous studies have shown that those between 6–17 years
of age in lower socioeconomic groups get on average 10%–15% less
physical activity than those of higher socioeconomic groups.

A new study published in the journal JAMA Health Forum shows that
eliminating such disparities could end up saving society over $15 billion
in direct medical costs and productivity losses. This in turn could end up
benefiting all taxpayers, anyone who pays insurance premiums, and
employers across the country.

These findings came from a computer simulation model of all the
6–17-year-olds in the United States developed and run by the Public
Health Informatics, Computational, and Operations Research (PHICOR)
team at the City University of New York Graduate School of Public
Health and Health Policy (CUNY SPH) along with researchers from the
National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute (NHLBI), Adelphi University,
and the Center for Sport Leadership at Stellenbosch University.

The model simulated the daily physical activities of each youth, their
growth, the impact of the physical activity on their health, the different
chronic medical conditions that could emerge, and the resulting costs
over time.

Simulation experiments showed what could happen if youth were to
maintain their current physical activity level, where the aforementioned
disparities exist and then what would happen if such disparities were
reduced by varying degrees. This included the impact on subsequent
health outcomes, the medical treatments and procedures needed, and
productivity losses from different perspectives.

Results from the model show that the cost savings from eliminating the
physical activity disparities vary across age, sex and socioeconomic
groups. For example, eliminating physical activity disparities saves over
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$847 million in direct costs and productivity losses for females aged
11–13 years from lower income households, but saves only a little over
$41 million for females aged 14–17 years from middle income
households. This suggests when limited resources are available, it may be
most beneficial to tailor physical activity interventions towards lower
income groups.

"Our work is one of the first studies to show the economic benefits of
reducing socioeconomic disparities in physical activity levels among kids
in the United States," says Tiffany Powell-Wiley MD, MPH, a Stadtman
Investigator and Chief of the Social Determinants of Obesity and
Cardiovascular Risk Laboratory at the National Heart, Lung, and Blood
Institute (NHLBI) and first author of the study.

"It shows how investing in programs to get kids from all backgrounds
more physically active can reduce costs related to obesity and other
chronic diseases, like heart disease, diabetes and cancer. Our work
highlights that we can all benefit when we reduce health disparities and
move towards greater health equity."

Eliminating such disparities could help address the ongoing obesity
epidemic in the U.S. The prevalence of obesity and overweight could
decrease by 0.83%. This could then prevent 101,000 weight-related
disease cases, including stroke, coronary heart disease events, type 2
diabetes, or cancer. Eliminating these disparities in physical activity
levels could end up saving 191,000 years of life across the youth cohort's
lifetime.

Substantial savings could result even if disparities were not fully
eliminated but instead were reduced by smaller amounts. For example,
reducing such disparities by 25% could still result in around 86,000
fewer cases of obesity/overweight and 26,000 fewer cases of weight-
related diseases over the youths' lifetime.
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This could save over $4 billion in societal costs, including over $1 billion
in direct medical costs and over $2 billion in productivity losses.
Reducing disparities by 50% and 75%, increases cost savings from direct
medical costs and productivity losses to over $8 billion and almost $13
billion respectively.

The PHICOR team's previous work has shown the benefits of overall
increases in physical activity among youth. For example, a study
published in 2017 in Health Affairs showed that increasing physical
activity among children 8–11 years old so that they are engaged in 25
minutes of high-calorie burning physical activity three times a week,
could save well over $50 billion.

A study published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine
showed that meeting the Healthy People 2030 goals for youth sports
participation could save the U.S. around $80 billion.

"These previously published numbers showed what could happen if more
youth were to achieve physical activity and sports participation
guidelines," explains Marie Martinez, MSPH, a senior analyst with
PHICOR and co-author of the study.

"But if the focus of physical activity efforts is primarily on those of
higher socioeconomic status, simply increasing overall numbers can end
up leaving those with lower socioeconomic statuses behind. Our most
recent study quantifies the value of achieving more equity in physical
activity levels among youth."

Many factors may be contributing to the lower physical activity levels
seen among those of lower socioeconomic status living in poorer
neighborhoods. Such neighborhoods often don't have high quality
facilities or locations that support youth physical activity, such as parks,
schoolyards, gyms, and recreation centers, and oftentimes lack quality
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school physical education programs as well.

Additionally, parents oftentimes have high demands on their time,
conflicting work schedules, and financial constraints that make it
difficult to get their children physically active.

"The physical inactivity epidemic and the obesity epidemic that the U.S.
is facing right now are due in large part to broken systems and such
systems are even more broken for those making less money," explains
Bruce Y. Lee, MD, MBA, professor of Health Policy Management at
CUNY SPH, executive director of PHICOR, and senior author of the
study.

"Our study showed how improving the surroundings and conditions for
those of lower socioeconomic status could end up benefiting everyone
around the country."

  More information: Health and Economic Value of Eliminating
Socioeconomic Disparities in US Youth Physical Activity, JAMA Health
Forum (2024).
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