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Abstract 
 

2014 marks the tenth anniversary of Cooperative Extension’s Small Steps to Health and 

Wealth™ (SSHW) program, which is being delivered in more than a dozen states. SSHW 

encourages people to make positive behavior changes that simultaneously improve their health 

and personal finances and focuses on small daily action steps that can achieve significant results 

over time. This article offers an overview of health and financial issues affecting Americans 

(e.g., being overweight or overextended on credit card accounts) and a description of studies 

about relationships between health and personal finances conducted within the past decade. The 

article concludes with a discription of new SSHW program components available to Extension 

educators to teach recommended health and financial practices in an interdisciplinary manner. 
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Introduction 

 

Many Americans have both health and personal finance “issues” in their lives.  For example, 

they may be both overweight and overextended on credit card accounts. Yet, until recently, 

health and personal finances were generally treated as separate topic areas in educational 

programs, publications, and research (Vitt et al. 2002). 2014 marks the tenth anniversary of 

Cooperative Extension’s Small Steps to Health and Wealth™ (SSHW) program. 

 

Conceived at Rutgers University in 2004 to integrate health and personal finance education 

within a research-based behavioral framework, SSHW is now a signature NIFA-USDA national 

initiative that has been replicated in more than a dozen states. SSHW encourages people to make 
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positive behavior changes to simultaneously improve their health and personal finances and 

focuses on small daily action steps that can achieve significant results over time.  

 

This article provides a ten-year SSHW program retrospective as a follow-up to an article about 

health and personal finance similarities by O’Neill (2004), where the SSHW program concept 

was first introduced. It begins by describing health and financial issues affecting Americans and 

studies about relationships between health and wealth that have been conducted within the past 

decade. It concludes by describing new SSHW program components including web site 

enhancements, podcasts and videos, workplace wellness newsletters, competitive on-line 

challenges, a second-edition workbook, and customized programs for youth and older adults.   

 

Health issues 

 

Obesity is a major public health problem associated with serious maladies such as heart disease 

and type 2 diabetes (Nguygen et al. 2008). Thus, it is the focus of this literature review. Other 

consequences of obesity include gallbladder disease, chronic back pain, and some types of 

cancer (Guh et al. 2009). Overweight also impacts sleep habits (Punjabi 2008), the likelihood of 

having asthma (McHugh et al. 2009) and arthritis (Crowson et al. 2013), and one’s personal 

mobility (Houston et al. 2009). It affects quality of life (Jia and Lubetkin 2010) and a person’s 

life expectancy (Berrington de Gonzalez et al. 2010; Flegal et al. 2013). Even individuals who 

are highly motivated can have difficulty engaging in healthy eating practices and being active if 

their environments do not support or allow such behaviors (Institute of Medicine 2009). 

 

Current high rates of overweight and obesity among U.S. youth and adults are primarily a result 

of individual behaviors and environmental factors that have led to excess calorie consumption 

and inadequate amounts of physical activity (USDHHS 2001, 2003).  Reasons for excess calories 

include high sugar-sweetened beverage consumption (Duffey and Popkin 2007) and increased 

snacking (Duffey and Popkin 2011). Large portions of food at home and when eating out have 

led to a higher daily intake of calories consumed (Piernas and Popkin 2011; Kant and Graubard 

2004, 2005, 2006). Unhealthy foods and beverages are marketed heavily to Americans (Powell et 

al. 2011) and value-sizing at fast food establishments promotes higher fat, salt, and sugar intake 

(French 2005).  

 

Activity levels are lower than recommended amounts due to sedentary occupations and use of 

labor-saving equipment such as computers. An increase in television viewing and video games 

leads to less daily movement at home (Sallis and Glanz 2009). Limited access to safe, convenient 

recreation facilities and walking areas impacts activity during the workday for adults. For youth, 

the lack of daily physical education or recess in schools (Lee et al. 2007) results in fewer calories 

burned. According to the Centers for Disease Control, more than one-third of U.S. adults were 



O'Neill, B. & Ensle, K. Small Steps Program Update-    

 

TheForumJournal.org Spring 2014, Vol. 19, No. 1 
 

3 

obese (Adult Obesity Facts 2013) and more than a third of children and adolescents were 

overweight or obese (Childhood Obesity Facts 2013). 

 

Overweight children are more likely to be overweight or obese as adults (Freedman et al. 2005; 

Wang et al. 2008). Perhaps even more disturbing, today’s youth may have a shorter life 

expectancy than their parents (Olshansky et al. 2005). Child obesity has substantial economic 

consequences and one study estimates $11 billion in costs for children with private insurance and 

$3 billion for children enrolled in Medicaid (Marder and Chang 2005). Health effects include 

poor quality of life and health (Tsiros et al. 2009), earlier onset of puberty (Kaplowitz 2008; Lee 

et al. 2010), and complications seen in adults.  

 

Overweight children are often bullied (Farhat et al. 2010), depressed (Boutelle et al. 2010), and 

have anxiety (Anderson et al. 2007), low self-esteem (McClure et al. 2010), and feelings of 

inferiority and worthlessness (BeLue et al. 2009) along with disordered eating and unhealthy 

weight loss behaviors (Neumark-Sztainer 2006). Poor academic performance (Bethell et al. 

2010; Krukowski et al. 2009) and school absences are often apparent (Bethell et al. 2010; Geier 

et al. 2007). 

 

Financial issues 

 

Four widely reported areas of personal finance where people are vulnerable include savings, 

outstanding debt, financial capability, and health insurance literacy. With respect to savings, U.S. 

savings rates continue to be low compared to earlier times: 4.6 percent (the personal savings rate, 

calculated as a ratio of personal savings to disposable personal income) in August 2013 versus 

10 to 12 percent decades earlier (Personal Savings Rate 2013). The seventh annual America 

Saves Week national survey assessing household savings (7thAnnual Savings Survey 2014) 

found that only one-third of Americans feel prepared for their long-term financial future. In 

addition, only 40 percent of a representative sample of 1,018 adults had a spending plan that 

included savings for financial goals. 

 

Only 57 percent of U.S. workers are currently saving money for retirement and 60 percent have 

less than $25,000 in savings and investments, excluding the value of their primary home and any 

defined benefit pensions. This includes 36 percent who say they have less than $1,000 in savings 

(Helman, Adams, Copeland, and VanDerhei 2014). Fifty-eight percent of workers reported 

having a problem with their level of debt. 

 

Outstanding debt is a financial handicap for many families. As debt increases, so does the risk of 

financial failure (Porter, p. 5). Almost a quarter (23.8 percent) of homeowners with mortgages 

were “under water” in June 2013 with mortgage balances larger than the value of their homes 

(Schmit 2013). Total student debt, including private loans, passed $1 trillion in 2011 and is now 
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$1.2 trillion (Weinberg 2013). Two-thirds of college students had loan debt averaging $26,600 

per borrower (State by State Data 2012). About 1.5 million families filed bankruptcy in 2010 

(Porter 2012), and 30 million Americans are estimated by the Consumer Financial Protection 

Bureau to have debts in collection owing, on average, about $1,500 (Blumenthal 2013). 

Excessive debt also has ties to fraud. According to FTC research, the single most salient 

predictor of vulnerability to fraud is not age, educational background, race, or gender. It is 

whether individuals have more debt than they can comfortably handle (Vladeck 2013).  

 

Financial capability (or a lack thereof) is another area of concern. Financial capability is 

measured in terms of how well people make ends meet, plan ahead, choose and manage financial 

products, and possess skills and knowledge to make financial decisions such as those regarding 

saving and debt payment (Lusardi 2011). Recent studies have indicated both low financial 

knowledge and poor financial practices. The 2012 National Financial Capability Study (NFCS), 

sponsored by the FINRA Investor Education Foundation, found that 19 percent of a sample of 

more than 25,000 respondents reported that, over the previous year, their household spent more 

than their income and more than half (56 percent) did not have savings to cover three months’ 

worth of expenses. 

 

On a test of five basic financial literacy questions, the national average was 2.88 correct answers 

(FINRA Foundation 2013). Using data from the inaugural 2009 NFCS, Lusardi (2011) found 

that more than one in five Americans has used costly alternative borrowing methods (e.g., 

payday loans and pawn shops) and a majority lack basic numeracy and knowledge of 

fundamental economic principles such as inflation. The 2013 Consumer Financial Literacy 

Survey (2013) found 60 percent of U.S. adults do not have a budget and do not keep track of 

their spending, and 40 percent graded themselves a C or below on their personal finance 

knowledge. 

 

An increasing area of concern, as the Affordable Care Act is implemented, is low health-

insurance literacy. According to a recent survey of 1,008 adults, 51 percent could not correctly 

identify at least one of three common terms: premium, deductible, and co-payment (Half of U.S. 

Adults 2013). Another survey of young adults found that only 14 percent could correctly define 

four insurance terms: deductible, co-payment, co-insurance, and out-of-pocket maximum (Kliff 

2013). Selecting health insurance is complicated with many “moving parts” including cost, 

quality of care, plan features, availability of desired service providers, and, in the case of health 

insurance exchanges, potential tax subsidies. 

 

Not surprisingly, studies have found that many people are overwhelmed by health plan options 

and lack confidence in their ability to select a plan. A relatively new term and a subset of 

financial literacy, health insurance literacy, refers to a person’s knowledge, ability, and 
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confidence to effectively choose and use health insurance. A key component is an understanding 

of basic insurance terms such as those listed above (Kim, Braun, and Andrews 2013). 

 

Health and wealth relationships 

 

Sharpe (2007, p. 50), in a summary of previous studies, noted that the relationship between 

health status and economic resources is “significant, dynamic, and complex.” She also noted that 

socioeconomic status is more likely to be a determinant of health in early life and a result of 

health in mid- to later life. Related to this, a study by the Center for Retirement Research found 

that the “cost” of better health is the need for greater wealth.  Although current health care costs 

of healthy retirees are lower than costs of unhealthy retirees, the healthier cohort will actually 

face higher total lifetime health care costs due to more years of out-of-pocket expenses and an 

increased likelihood of succumbing to a chronic disease or needing long-term care at an 

advanced age (Sun, Webb, and Zhivan 2010).  

 

Another interesting counterintuitive finding is the impact of recessions on physical health. It has 

been well documented that healthy living habits improve during tough economic times as the 

cost of leisure time decreases. In other words, health improvement activities are time-intensive. 

When people work fewer hours, they have more time for sleep, physical activity, and to prepare 

healthy meals at home (Hernandez-Murillo and Martinek 2010). Ruhm (2005) found that a 1 

percent rise in unemployment reduces the total death rate by 0.5 percent. 

 

Researchers have explored the economic effects of poor health status and/or behaviors (e.g., 

obesity and smoking) on an individual level for some time. These costs include direct costs such 

as outpatient services and lab tests and indirect costs such as lost productivity and wages and 

higher insurance premiums (Economic Costs 2013). Lyons and Yilmazer (2005) used data from 

the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and found that poor health significantly increases the 

probability of financial strain. However, there was little evidence that financial strain contributes 

to poor health. Their findings suggest that severe health conditions may result in larger financial 

burdens while large financial burdens are unlikely to accelerate a decline in health status. 

 

Drenta and Lavrakas (2000), however, found that credit card debt and stress regarding debt were 

significantly associated with worse physical health and self-reported health. Impacts of finances 

on health were also found by Pollack et al. (2010) who studied health outcomes of homeowners 

with foreclosed properties. Conley and Glauber (2005) explored health status impacts on income 

and found a 1 percent increase in a woman’s body mass index results in a 0.6 percent decrease in 

family income and a decrease in occupational prestige. Men, however, experienced no negative 

effects of body mass on economic outcomes. 
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Similar results were found by Zagorsky (2005), who used data from a large longitudinal study to 

investigate obesity’s relationship to individuals’ wealth. There was a large negative association 

found between body mass index (BMI) and white females’ net worth, a smaller negative 

association for black women and white males, and no relationship for black males. Those who 

lost small amounts of weight experienced little change in net worth, but those who lost large 

amounts of weight had a dramatically improved financial position, with whites showing larger 

changes than blacks. Zagorsky (2004) also studied the effects of smoking upon wealth and found 

a significant negative relationship between net worth and smoking. Using data from a sample of 

about 10,000, he concluded that smokers appear to pay for cigarettes out of income that is saved 

by non-smokers. The typical non-smokers’ net worth is roughly 50 percent higher than light 

smokers and roughly twice the level of heavy smokers. 

 

Studies have also explored the economic effects of positive health behaviors. For example, 

Kosteas (2012) found that engaging in regular exercise yields a 6 to 10 percent wage increase. In 

addition, while moderate exercise yields a positive earnings effect, frequent exercise generates an 

even larger impact. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

(Preventing Obesity 2008), a sustained 10 percent weight loss will reduce an overweight 

person’s lifetime medical costs by $2,200 to $5,300 by lowering costs associated with 

hypertension, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, stroke, and high cholesterol. Other positive 

economic effects of healthy behaviors are savings accumulated by reduced spending on 

unhealthy behaviors (e.g., by quitting smoking), reduced life and health insurance costs for non-

smokers, and financial rewards received from incentivized workplace wellness programs. 

Sutherland, Christianson, and Leatherman (2008) summarized findings from studies of the use of 

financial incentives to encourage healthy behaviors, wellness activities, and use of preventive 

services. They concluded that financial incentives, even relatively small ones, can positively 

influence individuals’ health-related behaviors. 

 

New SSHW program components 

 

As noted above, SSHW integrates health and personal finance education. Below is a description 

of recent additions to the Small Steps to Health and Wealth™ program. 

 

 Second-edition workbook: The second edition of the 132-page Small Steps to Health 

and Wealth™ (SSHW) workbook was published in 2013 (O’Neill and Ensle 2013). 

Individual chapters of the workbook are also available to download for free 

at http://njaes.rutgers.edu/sshw. First published in 2006, the SSHW workbook was 

updated to reflect recent changes such as the CARD Act (2009 credit card legislation) 

and the most current nutrition guidelines, including the switch from the MyPyramid 

graphic to MyPlate. Like the earlier edition, there are three introductory chapters about 

health and wealth connections followed by a brief discussion of each of the 25 SSHW 

http://njaes.rutgers.edu/sshw
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behavior change strategies. Each strategy has one or more worksheets for users to 

personalize a change strategy to their situation. 

 

 SSHW youth curriculum: Dr. Jennifer Hunter at the University of Kentucky provided 

leadership for the development of Building a Healthy, Wealthy Future (BHWF), the 

SSHW curriculum for youth and their parents (Hunter and Huff 2012). The 74-page 

curriculum, which includes background information, learning activities, healthy snack 

breaks, and physical activity breaks, is available to download for free 

at http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/fcs5/fcs5451/fcs5451.PDF. BHWF was designed as 

a six-week series to promote youth financial literacy and the adoption of healthy lifestyle 

behaviors. 

 

 SSHW older adult curriculum: Dr. Martie Gillen at the University of Florida is 

providing leadership for the development of a twelve-lesson SSHW curriculum for older 

adults. Program materials are available on the internal SSHW web site for Extension 

educators. The lessons were informed by focus group discussions with older adults about 

health and financial challenges and are currently being pilot-tested with consumer 

audiences. The SSHW older adult curriculum is designed to be delivered in short time 

frames such as a brief presentation at a senior congregate meal site. 

 

 Workplace wellness newsletters: The Small Steps to Health and Wealth™ program is 

available in "bite-sized pieces" in a series of 26 colorful newsletters designed for 

workplace wellness programs. They are part of a larger workplace wellness program 

sponsored by the Family and Community Health Sciences department of Rutgers 

Cooperative Extension. The newsletter series includes an introductory newsletter and a 

newsletter for each of the 25 SSHW behavior change strategies. Each newsletter includes 

a synopsis of a SSHW behavior change strategy, inspirational quotes, a Deskercise 

(exercise at or near your desk) activity, one or more worksheets, and on-line resource 

links. The newsletters can be accessed at http://njaes.rutgers.edu/sshw/newsletters.asp. 

 

 SSHW videos: Dr. Nancy Porter formerly at Colorado State University developed a 

series of 13 narrated videos that describe Small Steps to Health and Wealth™behavior 

change strategies. The videos can be found at http://www.ext.colostate.edu/smallsteps/. In 

addition, an animated video that describes the content of the SSHW workbook and its 

framework of behavior change strategies can be found 

at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpYMxgZCtZ8andfeature=youtu.be. Nine 

additional SSHW videos can be found at http://www.youtube.com/user/moneytalkBMO. 

 

 On-line SSHW challenges: The SSHW Challenge is based on the performance of ten 

recommended practices on a daily basis: five that involve health and nutrition and five 

http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/fcs5/fcs5451/fcs5451.PDF
http://njaes.rutgers.edu/sshw/newsletters.asp
http://www.ext.colostate.edu/smallsteps/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpYMxgZCtZ8&feature=youtu.be
http://www.youtube.com/user/moneytalkBMO
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that involve financial management. Ten points are given for performing each one. On-

line SSHW Challenge competitions began in 2010 with nine separate competitions held 

through 2013. Over 1,000 people participated to date with impressive aggregated impact. 

For example, two on-line SSHW challenges were held during 2012. A total of 442 

persons participated versus 384 in 2011. More than half of the follow-up evaluation 

respondents in both challenges reported eating healthier foods and increased physical 

activity. One in five respondents in both challenges saved more than $500. 

 

 SSHW web site: The SSHW web site at http://njaes.rutgers.edu/sshw/ houses a variety of 

program materials including SSHW workbook chapters, daily motivational messages 

from past on-line challenges, and summaries of SSHW research. Also included are 

archived monthly health and financial messages. An “internal” SSHW web site for 

Extension educators is also available. 

 

 Downloadable posters: The University of Tennessee and Tennessee Savesdeveloped a 

series of posters to illustrate the high dollar cost of unhealthy behaviors and how much 

money could be saved by discontinuing them. Licenses for the posters were purchased for 

use with SSHW, and these posters can be found at the SSHW web site noted above. The 

posters illustrate the savings possible by quitting smoking, skipping junk food, and 

reducing meals eaten away from home.  

 

 On-line quiz: An on-line personal health and finance quiz is currently under 

development. Based on expert recommendations for daily health and financial behaviors, 

it will provide users with an assessment of their personal health and financial 

management practices and generate data for research to inform future educational efforts. 

The quiz can also be used by Extension agents as an evaluation tool by comparing users’ 

quiz scores before and after a SSHW educational program. 

 

Summary 

 

The ten-year anniversary of the Cooperative Extension Small Steps to Health and 

Wealth™(SSHW) program is a good time to consider linkages between health and personal 

finances. This article examined health and financial concerns in people’s lives including 

overweight and obesity, low savings rates, and low levels of financial capability and health 

literacy. Summaries of research about health and wealth relationships were also provided. The 

article concluded with a description of SSHW materials for interdisciplinary public outreach 

programs. Extension educators are encouraged to use these program resources and to continue 

developing new ones to expand the SSHW program during its second decade. 

 

 

http://njaes.rutgers.edu/sshw/
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