
How much extra is it costing your 
company for physical inactivity, 
overweight, and obesity among 
employees? A recent report in the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) journal, called 
Preventing Chronic Disease, gives 
a revealing insight.
Researchers monitored health charges (claims) 
of about 8,000 health plan members, aged 40+, 
for a period of 4 years. Average charges were 
$4,928 per member. They conducted a survey 
of these members to determine age and gender, 
presence of chronic disease, physical inactivity, 
height and weight (for BMI), smoking, and 
other lifestyle data. They then compared 
medical charges of inactive and overweight or 
obese individuals with health care charges for 
active, healthy weight persons of a similar age 
and gender. Here is what they found:
l	 Charges increased with inactivity (an extra 

$726 for low-activity persons, and an extra 
$1,543 per year for inactive individuals 
compared to active members).*

l	 Charges increased with excess weight (an 
extra $1,245 for overweight persons, and 
an extra $2,152 per obese person per year 
compared to healthy weight members).

l	 Charges were higher for women, increased 
with age, were higher for people with 
chronic disease (e.g., heart disease or 
diabetes), and were higher for former smok-
ers than nonsmokers or current smokers 
(many ex-smokers quit smoking after they 
developed chronic health problems).

l	 Their analysis indicates that 23.5% of all 
medical care charges (medical costs) were 
due to inactivity and excess body weight.

*Charges are standardized to 1997 US dollars.

That means that nearly one-fourth of your health care expenses are due 
to inactivity and overweight and clearly illustrates the need for managing 
these modifiable health risks if you want health care costs to decrease.
Next, the researchers calculated the cost of inactivity and excess weight for 
our nation using national averages for the prevalence of inactivity and over-
weight. On a national basis, they estimate that 27% of all health care costs 
are due to inactivity and excess body weight (the prevalence of overweight 
and inactivity is higher in the nation than in the health plan studied). 
The CDC article concluded by stating, “Our data emphasize the 
potential importance of primary prevention and effective management of 
overweight and physical inactivity.” 
If you are serious about lowering health care costs in your organization, 
you need to take an active role in promoting physical activity and healthy 
eating habits to help employees be fit and maintain a healthy weight.
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