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Abstract. The relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and physical activity (PA) has become an increasingly prominent area of 
research. However, research specifically exploring this relationship, especially in developing countries, is limited. This literature review 
seeks to identify and analyze the socioeconomic factors that influence participation in physical activity. A comprehensive search was con-
ducted using the ScienceDirect and PubMed databases, adhering to PRISMA guidelines to ensure data reliability and accuracy. The search 
strategy involved the use of keyword combinations such as: ("socioeconomics OR socioeconomic status" AND "physical activity OR sport 
activity" AND "sport AND social inequality"). The initial search yielded 3,786 publications, which were narrowed down to 10 articles after 
applying exclusion criteria. The review revealed that individuals with higher SES typically have better access to sports facilities and are more 
likely to engage in organized physical activities. Conversely, those from lower SES backgrounds face barriers such as financial constraints, 
limited access to facilities, and less free time. Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the socioeconomic divide in sports 
participation, particularly in developing countries. In conclusion, addressing disparities in physical activity participation requires a multidi-
mensional approach, including public policy interventions, improved access to sports facilities, and community education. This review 
underscores the need for a more inclusive strategy to promote physical activity and ensure equitable health benefits across all socioeconomic 
groups. 
Keywords: socioeconomic status, physical activity, sport, social inequality 
 
Resumen. La relación entre el estatus socioeconómico (SES) y la actividad física (AF) se ha convertido en un área de investigación cada vez 
más prominente. Sin embargo, la investigación que explora específicamente esta relación, especialmente en los países en desarrollo, es 
limitada. Esta revisión bibliográfica pretende identificar y analizar los factores socioeconómicos que influyen en la participación en la activi-
dad física. Se realizó una búsqueda exhaustiva en las bases de datos ScienceDirect y PubMed, siguiendo las directrices PRISMA para garantizar 
la fiabilidad y exactitud de los datos. La estrategia de búsqueda implicó el uso de combinaciones de palabras clave como: (“socioeconomía 
O estatus socioeconómico” Y “actividad física O actividad deportiva” Y “deporte Y desigualdad social”). La búsqueda inicial arrojó 3.786 
publicaciones, que se redujeron a 10 artículos tras aplicar criterios de exclusión. La revisión reveló que las personas con un nivel socioeco-
nómico más alto suelen tener mejor acceso a instalaciones deportivas y es más probable que participen en actividades físicas organizadas. 
Por el contrario, las personas con un nivel socioeconómico más bajo se enfrentan a barreras como las limitaciones económicas, el acceso 
limitado a las instalaciones y la falta de tiempo libre. Además, la pandemia de COVID-19 ha exacerbado la brecha socioeconómica en la 
participación deportiva, especialmente en los países en desarrollo. En conclusión, para abordar las disparidades en la participación en la 
actividad física se requiere un enfoque multidimensional, que incluya intervenciones en las políticas públicas, un mejor acceso a las instala-
ciones deportivas y la educación de la comunidad. Esta revisión subraya la necesidad de una estrategia más inclusiva para promover la 
actividad física y garantizar beneficios equitativos para la salud en todos los grupos socioeconómicos. 
Palabras clave: estatus socioeconómico, actividad física, deporte, desigualdad social 
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Introduction 
 
Physical activity (PA) offers numerous health benefits for 

children and adolescents, yet the majority of young people re-
main physically inactive (Aznar et al., 2024; Mashud et al., 
2024; Purba et al., 2024). Regular PA reduces mortality rates 
and lowers the risk of non-communicable diseases (Lee et al., 
2012; Samitz et al., 2011). However, despite these benefits, 
a significant portion of the population remains inactive (Hallal 
et al., 2012), making the promotion of physical activity a crit-
ical public health priority. This issue is particularly pressing 
among children and adolescents, where inactivity is well-doc-

umented as a public health challenge (Musić  Milanović  et al., 
2021). Insufficient physical activity increases the risk of devel-
oping various non-communicable diseases such as heart dis-
ease, diabetes, and cancer (Lona et al., 2021; Suryadi, 

Komaini, Suganda, Rubiyatno, et al., 2024; Suryadi, 
Nasrulloh, Haryanto, et al., 2024; Suryadi, Susanto, Faridah, 
Wahidi, et al., 2024). Additionally, evidence continues to 
grow on the positive impact of physical activity on both phys-
ical and mental health (Kemel et al., 2022). Numerous studies 
highlight that PA enhances emotional and cognitive function, 
reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety (Borland et al., 
2022), and promotes overall well-being in children and ado-
lescents (Lema-Gómez et al., 2021). 

Despite widespread recognition of PA's benefits, many 
young people fail to meet the recommended activity levels. 
The World Health Organization (WHO) advises children 
aged 5-17 years to engage in at least 60 minutes of moderate 
to vigorous physical activity (MVPA) daily (WHO, 2020). 
Yet, over 80% of students aged 11-17 globally do not meet 
these guidelines, particularly in high-income countries in the 
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Asia-Pacific region (Guthold et al., 2020). Technological ad-
vances and lifestyle changes, such as increased screen time and 
more convenient transportation, have further contributed to 
reduced physical activity among youth (Liu et al., 2016). 
Therefore, focusing on modifiable factors that influence PA, 
particularly in high-risk groups, is crucial (Tandon et al., 
2012). Addressing this health issue requires a better under-
standing of the determinants of physical activity in children 
and adolescents to develop effective interventions. 

Participation in physical activity among young people is 
shaped by various personal, environmental, social, and psy-
chological factors (Chen et al., 2024). Among these, socioec-
onomic influences are critical for guiding policies that address 

health inequities (Musić  Milanović  et al., 2021). Social and 
economic factors, in addition to health considerations, play a 
major role in determining PA levels (Ke et al., 2022). Increas-
ingly, research has shown the significant impact of socioeco-
nomic status (SES) on PA, demonstrating how an individual's 
social and economic conditions can shape their engagement in 
physical activity. 

Socioeconomic status (SES), defined as "the relative posi-
tion of families or individuals within a hierarchical social 
structure, based on their access to or control over wealth, 
prestige, and power" (Calixto & Anaya, 2014), influences 
various aspects of life, including health. Two key theoretical 
models explore how SES affects human development and 
health outcomes throughout life. One of these is the social 
causality theory, which argues that health risks and poor 
health behaviors are more prevalent in lower social classes, 
thereby highlighting the role of SES in health disparities 
(Pampel et al., 2010). Differences in SES affect access to re-
sources, influencing individuals' ability to engage in healthy 
behaviors such as physical activity (Manstead, 2018). 

SES, typically measured by education, income, and em-
ployment, is a crucial determinant of access to sports and 

physical activity opportunities (Musić  Milanović  et al., 2021). 
People with higher SES tend to have more leisure time, access 
to better sports facilities, and greater health awareness, which 
contribute to higher levels of PA participation (Rawal et al., 
2020; Rubiyatno et al., 2023). In contrast, those with lower 
SES face barriers such as time constraints, limited access to 
facilities, and less knowledge about the benefits of PA. Even 
in developed countries, the potential of physical activity to 
improve the health of low-SES populations is often underuti-
lized (Rawal et al., 2020). 

From a sports perspective, SES influences not only indi-
vidual participation but also access to broader public re-
sources, such as physical education programs and safe public 
spaces for exercise. Parental SES can impact children's activity 
levels, although findings are inconsistent (Heradstveit et al., 
2020). Socioeconomic inequalities can also lead to disparities 
in exercise participation, ultimately affecting population 
health (Ke et al., 2022). Understanding the link between SES 

and PA is crucial for developing effective policies that pro-
mote active lifestyles across all socioeconomic groups. 

A nuanced understanding of the interaction between pos-
itive and deficit frameworks is needed to address the research 
gap on PA among low-SES populations (Rawal et al., 2020). 
Physical activity during adolescence has been shown to im-
prove both short- and long-term health, as well as academic 
and professional performance (Heradstveit et al., 2020). This 
study aims to identify and analyze the socioeconomic factors 
influencing physical activity participation through a literature 
review. By exploring the complexity of these factors, this re-
search seeks to pinpoint key areas for intervention and policy 
development that promote equitable access to physical activ-
ity. This approach considers not only the linear effects of SES 
but also the interactions between education, income, employ-
ment, and access to sports resources, offering a comprehen-
sive perspective on how different components of SES collec-
tively influence physical activity participation. 

 
Materials and Methods 
 
Search Strategy 
The literature search for this study was conducted using 

two primary databases: ScienceDirect and PubMed. Sci-
enceDirect was selected for its broad coverage of scientific lit-
erature, particularly in the areas of science, engineering, and 
health. PubMed was chosen as it is a widely recognized index-
ing system frequently used by researchers worldwide to ac-
cess biomedical and health science literature (Suryadi, 
Nasrulloh, Yanti, et al., 2024; Suryadi, Okilanda, Nofrizal, 
Anggara Suganda, et al., 2024). 

The search strategy involved using the following keyword 
combinations: ("socioeconomic OR socioeconomic status" 
AND "physical activity OR sport activity OR sport" AND 
"social inequality"). These keywords were selected to capture 
relevant publications addressing the relationship between so-
cioeconomic status and physical activity. The search followed 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Mohamed Shaffril et al., 
2019), which prioritize transparency and comprehensiveness 
in systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2009). 

 
Exclusion Criteria 
The following exclusion criteria were applied: (1) Articles 

not published in Scopus or Web of Science indexed journals, 
(2) Articles in languages other than English, (3) Articles pub-
lished before 2020 or after 2024, and (4) Articles that did not 
explicitly discuss the relationship between socioeconomic fac-
tors and physical activity. 

 
Procedure 
The initial search yielded 3,786 publications: 1,456 from 

ScienceDirect and 2,330 from PubMed. After applying the 



2024, Retos, 61, 148-155 
© Copyright: Federación Española de Asociaciones de Docentes de Educación Física (FEADEF) ISSN: Edición impresa: 1579-1726. Edición Web: 1988-2041 (https://recyt.fecyt.es/index.php/retos/index) 

-150-                                                                                                                                                                                                                Retos, número 61, 2024 (diciembre)     

exclusion criteria, the final number of relevant articles was 
reduced to 10, with many excluded due to their lack of spe-
cific focus on the relationship between socioeconomic status 
and physical activity. The remaining articles were extracted 
and analyzed using Mendeley software to remove duplicates. 
A detailed overview of the article selection and filtering pro-
cess is presented in Figure 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. PRISMA Research Flow Diagram 

 

Results 
 
This study reviewed studies related to socioeconomic sta-

tus, physical activity and quality of life. Therefore, only re-
search articles that examined socioeconomic status and phys-
ical activity were reviewed. Based on the review, the articles 
were divided into four categories, namely (i) Author and 
Year, (ii) Journal Name, (iii) Research Objective, and (iv) Re-
search Results. This study aims to make a meaningful contri-
bution to the existing literature on the relationship between 
socioeconomic factors and physical activity, by providing new 
insights that can guide the development of more effective pol-
icies and interventions in the future. Findings were based on 
a review of 10 articles, which are summarized in Table 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1.  
Results of the review of articles that match the research theme 

Author and Year Journal Name Research Objectives Research Results 

(Heradstveit et al., 2020) BMC Public Health 

to examine the overall level of low physical 
activity/exercise participation and its associa-

tion with parental socioeconomic status (SES) 
and adolescent school programs in a popula-

tion-based study of older adolescents 

Parental employment status was largely unrelated to being physically 
inactive/not participating in sports. Adolescents in the vocational 

study had a small but significantly increased risk of being physically in-
active and not participating in sports compared to individuals in the 

general study. 

(Ke et al., 2022) Frontiers in Psychology 

to investigate the relationship between socio-
economic status (SES) and physical activity 
(PA) among Chinese children and adoles-

cents. 

Higher socioeconomic status was positively associated with higher 

levels of physical activity among children and adolescents, especially 
using FAS and maternal education level as measures of SES. The rela-
tionship between SES and PA varied by gender and grade group, and 
the effect of SES also differed on weekdays and weekends. This study 
found socioeconomic disparities in PA among Chinese children and 

adolescents, and demonstrated the importance of targeting children 
and adolescents with low SES intervention priorities. 

(Huikari et al., 2021) 
Economics & Human  

Biology 

to provide a detailed empirical investigation 

into socioeconomic status (SES) indicators as 
determinants of leisure-time physical activity 

The findings showed that proxies for individual motivational factors 
and childhood physical activity, such as average grades and grades 

achieved in physical education when leaving primary education, were 

highly correlated with leisure-time physical activity in midlife among 
men, but not among women. Our results are in line with behavioral 
economic reasoning that social and environmental comparisons influ-

ence behavior. 

(Lona et al., 2021) 
International journal of 
environmental research 

and public health 

The current study examined prospective asso-
ciations between parental household income, 
education level, migration background, and 
physical activity (PA) behavior with pulse 

wave velocity (PWV) development in prepu-

bertal children. 

Results showed no significant associations between household in-
come, education level, and parental migration background with chil-
dren's PWV after four years. However, high levels of maternal PA 

were associated with lower childhood PWV at follow-up (mean (95% 
CI) 4.6 (4.54-4.66) m/s) compared to children of mothers with low 

PA behavior (mean (95% CI) 4.7 (4.64-4.77) m/s). 

(Bardid et al., 2022) Journal of Exercise  to identify secular trends and socio-economic Although favorable policies have been in place for a decade, physical 
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Science & Fitness inequalities, and to assess the physical activity 

and health of children and adolescents before 
COVID-19 

activity and health of children and young people have not improved, 

and marked socio-economic disparities persist in Scotland. There is a 
clear need for greater monitoring of physical activity and health, as 

well as improved policy implementation and evaluation, especially as 
many of the indicators and associated disparities may have worsened 

following the COVID-19 pandemic. 

(Kyan & Takakura, 2022) Public Health 

to explore socio-economic inequalities in 
physical activity (PA) by domains of daily life, 

such as work, transportation, leisure, and 
sedentary life, among Japanese adults during 

the COVID-19 pandemic 

We detected absolute and relative inequalities for household income 
across all PA domains, except for work-related PA. The higher the 

income of participants, the longer they engaged in transportation-re-
lated and recreational PA and sedentary behavior. Our study revealed 
significant socio-economic disparities in each PA domain, particularly 

in leisure PA. These results suggest a widening gap due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

(Griffiths et al., 2022) 
Sport, Education and  

Society 

to provide this insight to understand the hab-
its and behaviors of university students in 

sports and physical activity while gaining an 
understanding of the barriers to student par-

ticipation 

The main barriers preventing both groups from participating in sport 
and physical activity included time (mainly due to academic commit-
ments), cost and lack of confidence, alongside some university-spe-

cific factors. A greater number of commuter students were in the 
lower socioeconomic group (SEG) which also affected behaviors re-
lated to participation in sport and physical activity. In addition, the 

study found that students who did not participate in sport and physi-
cal activity before university were also less likely to participate after 

they started university, and this was an important factor regardless of 
SEG. 

(Barnett et al., 2023) Cities 

This study examined the relationship between 
objectively assessed physical features of the 

surrounding environment and physical and 
mental aspects of health-related quality of life 
(HRQoL) as measured by the SF-36, and the 
role of physical activity and sedentary behav-

ior in this relationship. 

This study suggests that neighborhood SES may partially benefit 

HRQoL by helping to promote an active lifestyle. Neighborhood at-
tributes that determine walkability may benefit HRQoL by providing 
opportunities for walking and resistance exercise and, through this, 

help reduce leisure-time sitting. 

(Castan et al., 2024) 
Archives of Physical Medi-

cine and Rehabilitation 

(1) To assess the prevalence and severity of 
socio-ecological barriers to leisure-time phys-
ical activity (LTPA) in a sample of adults with 
spinal cord injury (SCI); (2) to examine the 

association of these barriers with sociodemo-

graphic characteristics and functional inde-
pendence (FI); and (3) to explore which lev-
els of socio-ecological barriers may be associ-

ated with LTPA. 

A high prevalence of barriers to LTPA was found. Seven of these bar-
riers (2 intrapersonal, 3 organizational, and 2 community) were pre-
sent in >60% of participants. Intrapersonal and organizational barri-

ers had higher effects in participants with lower FI and women. Inter-
personal barriers were higher for older participants and those with 

lower FI, while community barriers were higher for unemployed par-
ticipants. Lastly, intrapersonal and interpersonal barriers were nega-
tively associated with LTPA, and FI was revealed as a moderator of 

the intrapersonal barriers-LTPA relationship. 

(Aznar et al., 2024) Plos One 

to evaluate whether neighborhood walkability 
and/or socioeconomic status (SES) can influ-
ence walking, outdoor play and exercise prac-

tices in a representative sample of Spanish 

children and adolescents. 

Youth from more walkable areas reported more minutes of walking 
per day compared to those living in less walkable neighborhoods 
(51.4 vs 48.8 minutes, respectively). The lowest average minutes 

spent playing outdoors was found among participants from low SES 
neighborhoods and neighborhoods with low walking access. Neigh-

borhood SES influenced participation in team sports over the week-
end, as this participation was higher in high SES neighborhoods. 

Description: socioeconomic status (SES), physical activity (PA), leisure-time physical activity (LTPA), spinal cord injury (SCI), health-related quality of life (HRQoL), socio-
economic group (SEG), pulse wave velocity (PWV), and functional independence (FI) 

 

 
Discussion 
 
This review examined various studies on the relationship 

between socioeconomic status (SES) and physical activity 
(PA). While extensive research exists on this topic globally 
(Aznar et al., 2024), there is limited focus on developing 
countries, highlighting a significant gap in the literature over 
recent decades. The findings of this review align with previous 
studies, confirming that SES plays a critical role in influencing 
PA among children and adolescents (Lampinen et al., 2017). 
Key indicators such as parental education and perceived fam-
ily wealth consistently show a positive impact on the PA levels 
of young people. Promoting walkable environments appears 
to be a practical strategy for encouraging PA, irrespective of 
SES (Aznar et al., 2024). 

Several studies suggest that disparities in recreational PA 

can be attributed to educational gaps (Castan et al., 2024; 
Griffiths et al., 2022; Kyan & Takakura, 2022). Therefore, 
incorporating behavioral economic considerations is crucial 
when designing policies to enhance PA participation (Huikari 
et al., 2021). Additionally, research shows that increased pa-
rental PA positively influences children's vascular health, 
which should be factored into future primary prevention 
strategies for cardiovascular health in children (Lona et al., 
2021). Socioeconomic inequalities have long been associated 
with health disparities and unhealthy behaviors (Marmot et 
al., 2012). Those from lower SES backgrounds face a higher 
risk of premature death from cardiovascular and other causes 
compared to those from higher SES groups (Kivimäki et al., 
2020). 

This review categorized research findings into four the-
matic groups: 
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PA and Parental SES 
Research explored the link between PA levels and paren-

tal SES, examining its influence on adolescents' physical activ-
ity and participation in school sports programs (Heradstveit 
et al., 2020). One study found no strong correlation between 
parental employment status and physical inactivity, but ado-
lescents in vocational studies were at a slightly higher risk of 
inactivity compared to their peers in general studies. Another 
study focused on the relationship between parental household 
income, education, migration background, and PA, revealing 
that maternal PA was significantly associated with better vas-
cular health in children (Lona et al., 2021). 

 
SES and PA in Youth 
The second group addressed socioeconomic status (SES) 

and physical activity (PA) among children and adolescents 
(Bardid et al., 2022; Ke et al., 2022). This group of studies 
analyzed how SES affects PA in children and adolescents. 
These studies examined how SES affects PA levels among ad-
olescents. One study by Ke et al., (2022) found that, although 
supportive policies have been implemented, significant socio-
economic disparities in PA participation remain. Further-
more, another study developed by Bardid et al., (2022) inves-
tigated the impact of neighborhood walkability and SES on 
outdoor activities, which revealed that children in more walk-
able areas walked more each day, while those from high SES 
neighborhoods were more likely to participate in team sports. 

 
SES and Quality of Life 
The third group addressed socioeconomic status (SES) as 

a determinant of physical and mental activity of quality of life 
and leisure time (Barnett et al., 2023; Castan et al., 2024; 
Huikari et al., 2021). Studies in this group focused on how 
SES influences PA and mental health in leisure time. One 
study showed that SES indicators such as educational perfor-
mance were strongly correlated with leisure-time PA in men 
but not women (Huikari et al., 2021). Another study high-
lighted the role of neighborhood SES in enhancing health-re-
lated quality of life (HRQoL) through active lifestyles (Barnett 
et al., 2023). A third study identified significant barriers to 
leisure-time PA among adults with spinal cord injuries, with 
the majority facing personal, organizational, and community 
challenges (Castan et al., 2024). 

 
SES Inequalities and PA Barriers 
The fourth group discussed socioeconomic inequalities in 

physical activity while gaining an understanding of barriers to 
physical activity (Griffiths et al., 2022; Kyan & Takakura, 
2022). Research in this group explored socioeconomic ine-
qualities in PA across various life domains, including work, 
transportation, and leisure activities. A study conducted dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic found that higher-income par-
ticipants engaged more in transportation- and leisure-related 

PA, further exacerbating socio-economic disparities (Kyan & 
Takakura, 2022). Another study explored the barriers faced 
by university students in participating in sports and PA, with 
time constraints, costs, and lack of confidence being the pri-
mary obstacles (Griffiths et al., 2022). 

Research by Kyan & Takakura, (2022) suggests that rec-
reational PA is influenced by educational inequalities, and in-
creasing parental PA has beneficial effects on children's cardi-
ovascular health. While lower socioeconomic groups tend to 
be less active than higher SES groups, the student population 
shows mixed results (Griffiths et al., 2022;Lona et al., 2021). 
A Japanese study also found a trend of increasing inactivity 
across various PA domains (Matsushita et al., 2015), further 
underscoring the need for targeted interventions. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This review highlights that socioeconomic status (SES) sig-

nificantly influences an individual's participation in physical ac-
tivity (PA), including sports. Research consistently shows that 
individuals with higher SES have better access to sports facili-
ties, more knowledge about the health benefits of PA, and more 
free time to engage in such activities. Conversely, those with 
lower SES often encounter barriers such as financial constraints, 
lack of accessible facilities, and limited time. Supportive envi-
ronments, like walkable neighborhoods, have been shown to in-
crease PA participation across SES levels, making neighbor-
hood-based interventions an effective strategy for reducing dis-
parities. Educational disparities also impact recreational PA, 
with parental education and family awareness playing a crucial 
role in promoting PA from an early age. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has further widened socioeconomic gaps in PA partici-
pation, particularly in developing countries, where reduced ac-
cess to sports facilities and increased financial strain have led to 
declining activity levels among lower SES groups. Parental, es-
pecially maternal, involvement in PA significantly benefits chil-
dren's physical health and development, underscoring the need 
for family-centered health interventions.  

Additionally, socioeconomic inequalities are evident in ac-
cess to organized sports and recreational facilities, with high-
SES neighborhoods typically offering more resources and pro-
grams. To reduce these disparities, a multidimensional approach 
is required, incorporating public policy, better access to sports 
facilities, community education, and neighborhood-based strat-
egies. By taking these steps, PA promotion can become more 
inclusive, reaching individuals across all socioeconomic back-
grounds. Future research should expand the scope by including 
additional keywords and databases such as ERIC and EBSCO 
(SPORTDiscus and Psychology & Behavioral Sciences Collec-
tion). There is also a need for further global studies using liter-
ature reviews or mapping studies (bibliometric and scientomet-
ric), as well as research on the practical application of PA and 
its health impacts. 
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