
People With Activity /Limitations in the U1I5" 

II n 1989, an estimated 14,1% of all 

I non-institutionalized U.s. residents 
-34,2 million people-had an activity 

limitation due to a chronic condition. 

Limitation of activity refers to a 

long-term reduction in a person's ca

incity to perform activities that other 

people their age are generally ex

pected to do. 

People with activity limitations fall 

into one of three categories. in de

creasing severity: unable to perform 

major activity, limited in the amount 

orkind ofmajor activity. and limited in 

nonmajor activities, 

day household chores, necessary busi

ness, shopping, or getting around for 

other purposes) classified as lim

ited in amount or kind of major activ

ity, Older people who need or re

ceive help from other people in self

care activities (bathing, eating. dress

ing, getting around the home) are 

classified as unable to perform major 

activity. Nonmajor activities include 

all the other activities people gener

ally do, such as cjvic, community, and 

recreational activities. 

Forchildrenunderage5.themajor In 1989 1 in 7 Americans 
activity is playing; for ages 5.-17, at-, ' 
tendingschool:andforpeopleage 18- -34 .. 2 mill i on people
69, working or keeping house, For had an activity limitation 
people age 70 and over, major activ

ity refers to ability to live indepen

dently. Older people who need or 

, receive help from other people in 

routine care activities (doing every-
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Of the .34,2 million people with 

a~tivity limitations. 10.1 million people 

(29%) were unable to perform their 

major activity; 13,2 million 'people 

(39%) were limited in the kind or 

amount of major activity they could 

perform; 'and 10.9 million people 

. (32%) were limited in nonmajor ac

tivities (see Table 1 ,next page). 

Age 
Activity limitation was higher at 

older ages. Only 5.3% of people un· 

der 18 were limited in activity, com

pared with 39% ofthose 70 and over. 

The percentage limited in or un

able to perform their major activity. 

however. was lower for people age 

70 and over than for people age 65

69. This reflects the change in the 

definition of major activity at age 70 

and over from work and housework 

to living independently. 

Gender' 
All age groups combined, women 

were no more likely than men to be 

limited in activity. Although 14.4% of 

women were limited in activity. com

pared with 13.7% of men, this differ

ence was not statistically significant. 

Boys were more likely to be limited in 

activity than girls (6.3% versus 4.3%. 

see Figure 1, page 3), but for no other 

age groups were any differences by 

gender in the overall rate of activity 

limitation significant. 

However. there were ge'nder dif

ferences by type ofactivity limitation. 

In the age range 18-69, men were 

more likely than women to be unable 

to perform their major activity and 

less likely to be limited in nonmajor 

activities. At ages 70 and above. men 

were equally as likely as women to 

need help in self care, less likely to 

need help in routine activities (which 
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IT~~~e' 2: PITevagell'jlce of colftlditiolflis that cause OimitatSoras, 1983-85 
,~ ~ ,;~: ' 

.W.-Silw.t.@Ma...·WMttmnm¥tmm.' .',

-:!':'1.'.· ' Prevalence Prevalence 

/~ain Cause in 1,000'5 % All Causes in 1,000'5 %
." ",' . ~ . 

" 

,.~/i.I:I:·'c'~~ditions 32,540 100,0 All conditions 52.718 100,0
"",,'. 

,},br:thopedic impairments .5,220 16.0 Orthopedic impairments 6.987 13.3 
~'A;thr'itis . , 4.000 123 Arthritis 6,130 11,6 
!, .' • '~ 

;;;heart disease 3,736 11,5 ' Heart disease 5,575 10,6 
.!V,is~lal impairments 1,438 4.4 Hypertension 3.506 6,6 
:/;:ri~ervertebral disk disorders 1.424 4.4 Visual impairments 2.900 5,6 

;f'sthma 1.411 4.3 Diabetes 2.111 4.0 
,)N.ervous disorders 1.289 4,0 Mental disorders 1,837 3.5 
,;}t:'1en-ial disorders 1.284 3,9 Asthma 1,783 3.4 
iJ:Jypertension 1.239 3,8 Intervertebral disk disorders 1.699 3,2 
1-"'·

Nervous disorders 1,601'/Mental retardation 947 2,9 3,0
·t·,· . 

:,'-Diabetes 885 2,7 Hearing impairments 1.405 2.6 
): ....:. . 
'::tlearing impairments 813 2.5 Mental retardation 1,047 2.0 
iJmphysema 649 2,0 Emphysema 994 1,9 
X:Cerebrovascular disease 610 1.9 Cerebrovascular disease 939 1,8 
'~F'o~teomyelitis/bone disorder 360 1,1 Abdominal hernia 595 1.1 
.,':•• >, 

, ,~ ... :. 
:::'~b~rce: LaPI<1nte,M, P: (1988), [law on Disability (rom the National Health Interview Survey, 1983·85, An InfoUse Report, Washington, pc: U.s. National 
:<~::~~titute on Disability and RehabiHtation Research, Data are for all age groups, 

,,J}:iote: NervoJs disorders :nciude epilepsy, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson's disease, and other selected nervous disorders, Mental disorders include 
:''\5chizophrenia and other psychoses, neuroses, personality disorders, other mental illness. alcohol and drug dependency, senility, and special learning disorders 
.',;{m'en:al deficiency is not included), Content of other condition categories is deScribed in'LaP!ante (1988), . ..... / ' 

~:'~i'·~, : 
forrr.M~eirmajoractivitywashigherin limitation, and make up 37% of 01/ 
the.~:Sp,ut.h than in any of the three' conditions mentioned as causing ac- ' 

oth~r, regions. tivity limitation. (These estimates are 
,~,

R~:gardless ofthe type oflimitation, averages for the, period 1983-85, 

peo~I~:ln ru ral areas had higher rates These years were combined to in-

of ~:2,tivity limitation than those in crease the statis!ical reliability of the 

met'r,'p'politan areas., People in rural estimates.) 

area$'"also had higher rates of activity About 52.7 million chronic condi

limit~t,i'on than those in central cities tions were reported as causing people, ' , 
(exQ~,p.t, ,the difference for the cat- to be limited in activity-an average of 

ego~,;,'0nabl~ to perform major activ-, 1.6 limiting conditions per person. 

ity w~'~not significant.) , 
Data SOlllrce 

',: ", Data are from the f\Jational Health Inter
Ch~6li11gc conditions URat view Survey, a continuous survey of the civil
cao.i~~ activity BimitiDt:ion ' ian, non·institutionalized U.S, popUlation, See 

H,G'Jidreds ofchronic conditions can Adams,PF, & Benson. V, (1990), Current 

cau{e.:~ctivity limitation, But the three Estimates from the National Health Inter

tha(KfClk highest-orthop.;:dic impair- view Survey, 1989, Vital Health Stat, 10 (176); 

men'ts: 'arthritis, and heart disease-- and LaPlant-e, M, P. (1988). Data on Disability 
(rom the National Health Interview Survey, 

are r6entioned as the main cause by 1983-85. An InfoUse Report, Washington, 
almbs.t.40% of all people with activity D.C: U,S, National Institute on Disability and 

Rehabilitation Research. 
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information from published sources on dis
ability in the U,S. Statistics presented here 
are subject to both sampling and nonsampling 
error, Estimates with low statistical reliability 
(standard error> 30% of the estimate) are 
flagged with an asterisk, All comparisons 
mentioned in this abstract are statistically 
significant at the, 1 0 level of significance or 
better unless noted otherwise, Comparisons 
and relationships discussed may be affected 
by other unanalyzed factors, 
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