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Kasey Jones
How Physical Activity Relates to Socioeconomic Status
There is a clear link between occupation, income, education and physical activity levels. This essay will look at socioeconomic status and how it affects participation in, and access to, physical activity in the UK. The essay will explore the participation in physical activity for different socioeconomic groups to compare and contrast. The main types of physical activity that will be looked at are occupational, leisure time, domestic and transport physical activity. It will also look at the factors that influence socioeconomic groups to participate in each type of physical activity. These factors include occupation, location, education, income, costs of being physically active and access to opportunities. The essay will also briefly discuss benefits of physical activity and evidence of this.

Firstly, there are a few key terms that will be included throughout the essay, these are the following. Socioeconomic status is the social class of a group of people or an individual. It is based on a combination of income, occupation and education. Socioeconomic status can influence how much physical activity an individual participates in because of the lifestyles associated with each socioeconomic group. Physical activity is any movement produced by the skeletal muscles and refers to any movement during work, leisure time or for transport (World Health Organisation, 2020). Occupational physical activity is done whilst at work. Leisure time physical activity is done within spare time and domestic physical activity is done at home. Exercise is similar to physical activity, but it is different in the way that it is planned, intentional bodily movement, whereas physical activity is performed unintentionally as part of an individual’s daily routine.

In recent years, jobs are being made easier and less manual because of improvements in technology. The invention of the email happened in 1971 and the world wide web in 1989, these are two very essential things in most occupations today (Dorling Kindersley, 2018, p. 227). These inventions mean that some occupations can now be done by sitting at a desk using only a computer and or telephone. As a result, individuals in these kinds of jobs will not be doing enough physical activity, unless they participate in enough leisure time or domestic physical activity. Despite the decrease in occupational physical activity in some jobs, there are still some occupations that are physically demanding, such as in the military or public services.

It is not only planned exercise at a gym that can benefit health, regular and long-term occupational physical activity has been linked to health benefits and can help individuals meet recommended physical activity guidelines (World Health Organisation, 2020). Research has shown that regular physical activity in general can prevent and support the management of diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, hypertension, stroke, arthritis, osteoporosis and cancers (World Health Organisation, 2020). It can help with obesity, maintaining a healthy body weight and is also useful in helping individuals to stay functional (World Health Organisation, 2020). Considering how much time an individual might spend at work and the fact that they are inactive for that amount of time, it is fair to assume this could contribute to obesity in some individuals. Being active is commonly associated with improved physical health but it can also have psychological benefits. Evidence suggests that it can relieve anxiety and stress (Guszkowska, 2004) and it can also be effective in reducing symptoms of depression (Peluso and Guerra de Andrade, 2005).

Not only have some occupations become easier and less physical, but so have everyday activities such as housework and travel. Many household appliances were invented during the 1900’s which decreased the amount of time people spent doing domestic physical activity (Dorling Kindersley, 2018, p. 275). Vacuum cleaners, washing machines, clothes dryers and microwaves all helped to cut down the amount of time spend doing chores. Cars have also become more popular in recent years. Cars, trains and buses save time travelling compared to walking or cycling, so they are often used these days, but this is reducing the amount of daily physical activity in people’s lives.

Forms of transport that involve physical activity can also contribute to physical activity time. Lower socioeconomic status has been linked to higher levels of transport physical activity (Stalsberg and Vorland Pedersen, 2018), for example walking or cycling. Having less money for travel could be an explanation for this. It is likely that higher socioeconomic status individuals have more money for a car or to spend on other types of travel, resulting in less transport physical activity. Transport choice may also be affected by the local area that the individual lives in. For example, in remote or rural areas it may not be possible to walk or cycle to get to a destination. To travel on foot or by bike can be more ideal for individuals living in cities or close to their workplace.

There are many factors to consider when exploring participation in leisure time physical activity. The factors that will be looked at are mainly those linked to socioeconomic status, such as location, disposable income, support and funding, access to opportunities and education. Firstly, the type of leisure time physical activity an individual or group participates in can be influenced by the type of area they live in and local facilities. For example, in urban areas, individuals might rely on gyms for physical activity in their leisure time, whereas in rural areas, there may be more countryside and park areas and this can enable people to get outside for physical activity.

Lack of disposable income can be a barrier to physical activity, particularly for lower socioeconomic status individuals. These individuals might not be able to afford memberships, kit or training equipment. They may participate in physical activity at home or outdoors where it is free to do so, because of less disposable income. Higher socioeconomic status individuals generally have more disposable income, although this does not necessarily mean that all will participate in physical activity because not all individuals use disposable income for this.

Lower socioeconomic groups can be eligible for help and support because they are thought to be a disadvantaged group. There are health inequalities between population groups because of the barrier’s lower socioeconomic groups experience. These barriers can prevent this group from living a healthy, active lifestyle. As a result, there are many health and physical activity interventions that target individuals in this group. Families in England with lower socioeconomic status are eligible for help and support from The Families Fund by Sport England. It invests in projects that help families to become more active because research shows that most children aged five to 15 are not performing the recommended amount of daily exercise (Sport England, n.d).

Creating an Active Wales aims to ensure that all groups can access opportunities to be physically active. It recognises that some groups are less active than others and that there are health inequities in deprived communities. Creating an Active Wales supports all socioeconomic groups, whether they are already physically active or not (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). A review looking at interventions to promote physical activity found that they have been effective in helping low socioeconomic groups to become more active (Michie et al,. 2008). Interventions help with funding but also by proving information and awareness about the importance of being active, especially because disadvantaged groups may not have the knowledge and skills for physical activity. Increasing awareness and setting goals can encourage individuals to change their lifestyle to become more active, however, research suggests that disadvantaged groups are less likely to change their behaviour compared to other socioeconomic groups (Michie et al,. 2008).

There is a strong association between education and health related behaviours (Piirtola and Kaprio, 2016). Individuals who are not as well educated are associated with being less physically active. This is thought to be to do with lower perceived control and lower perceived health, which are characteristics seen in lower educated groups (Droomers and Schrijvers, 2001). A study also found that lower educated groups are more likely to decrease their physical activity levels or even drop out (Droomers and Schrijvers, 2001). Higher educated groups are associated with more leisure time physical activity and better health (Piirtola and Kaprio, 2016).

A very common hypothesis is that higher socioeconomic status individuals perform more physical activity. There is strong evidence to suggest that this is true for leisure time physical activity but not exactly for other types (Stalsberg and Vorland Pedersen, 2018). It seems that some studies may overlook and not even consider the other types of physical activity. Taking into consideration all types of physical activity, the evidence would suggest that each socioeconomic group performs a similar amount overall (Stalsberg and Vorland Pedersen, 2018). Lower socioeconomic status groups may not perform as much leisure time physical activity (Hanson and Chen, 2007) but they perform more transport physical activity (Stalsberg and Vorland Pedersen, 2018). More importantly, this group does more occupational physical activity because they tend to work in more physical jobs and work longer hours (Stalsberg and Vorland Pedersen, 2018). For these individuals, there may be less leisure time which could explain why this group is associated with lower levels of leisure time physical activity. They may also feel too tired for physical activity outside of work, having already been physically active throughout the day. We also know that this group are likely to have less disposable income and this is another factor to consider.

An American study in 1991 explored the types and amounts of physical activity performed by higher and lower socioeconomic status groups. The study also considered gender differences. It showed that lower socioeconomic status women were the least physically active group of all. It also showed that higher socioeconomic status women were the most active group. They spent significantly more time participating in nearly all types of physical activity, including leisure time, domestic and occupational physical activity. Lower socioeconomic status men spent significantly more time walking and doing domestic physical activity compared to higher socioeconomic status men. However, they participated in less leisure time physical activity (Ford et al., 1991). This could be to do with this group having less disposable income to spend in their leisure time. The study did not provide information about occupational physical activity in men or transport physical activity in women.

Lastly, studies have shown that other factors, such as gender and ethnicity also play a part in physical activity levels (Economic and Social Research Council, 2014). Females and ethnic minority groups are less likely to participate in physical activity compared to other groups (Economic and Social Research Council, 2014). Sport England suggests that black, Asian and minority ethnic groups can experience more barriers that effect their ability to participate in physical activity (Sport England, n.d). The World Health Organization (n.d) says that income is often lower for women and this can be a barrier to accessing physical activity facilities. In addition to this, women may have more commitments than men, which results in less time to be active. Cultural expectations can also prevent women from participating in physical activity in some countries (World Health Organization, n.d).

To conclude, it seems most evidence suggests that lower socioeconomic status is associated with lower levels of leisure time physical activity, however the higher levels of occupational physical activity compensate for this. Individuals in this group are more likely to have a manual job and work longer hours. In contrast, higher socioeconomic status is associated with less occupational physical activity, but more leisure time physical activity. Individuals in this group are more likely to have a desk job or work in other occupations that do not require physical work. Not only do occupation and income influence physical activity but so does education. Lower education is associated with less participation in physical activity. Overall, lower and higher socioeconomic groups still perform similar amounts of physical activity but perform different amounts of each type.
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