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The Problem: Arthritis is the most common cause of disability among older adults in the United States.
The most common form of arthritis, osteoarthritis (OA), is highly prevalent among older adults (1,2). OA
in the lower extremity (LE) joints is particularly challenging. Pain in these joints leads to sedentary
behavior, weight-gain, and total body deconditioning, which increases the risk for developing chronic
diseases, falls, and death (3-5). Physical activity that targets strength is known to improve pain and
function in this population; however, 83% of older adults do NOT meet the recommended guidelines
for aerobic physical activity and muscle-strengthening activity (6). OA is costly; it is the second most
expensive condition treated in hospitals and the most expensive condition billed to private insurance,
largely due to costs of joint replacement surgery for persons with OA. The average cost in IL for either
total knee or hip replacements is $33,773 per person (7,8).

A Solution. Fit & Strong! (F&S) is a group physical activity and behavior change program for persons
with arthritis. The program consists of 24 sessions each 90 minutes. The first 60 minutes focus on
flexibility, low-impact aerobics, and strength training to improve lower body function. The remaining 30
minutes consist of health education and group problem solving using a structured curriculum.
Participants develop personalized action plans to maintain physical activity and progress after the class
ends. F&S is effective, engaging, and fun — the program has high retention and attendance rates.

The Evidence: Published findings demonstrate that the 8-week F&S program significantly improves
physical activity engagement, lower extremity pain and function, lower extremity strength, mobility,
and anxiety and depression (9-12). These improvements were achieved at 8 weeks and maintained out
to 18 months. These findings matter because impaired lower extremity strength is a risk factor for falls
and decreased mobility is independently associated with decreased life expectancy (4). Mobility
declines with age in older adults; F&S reverses this trend and improves quality of life in a very high risk
population.

Current Capacity: F&S is currently offered by community sites across 32 states + DC. F&S is
recommended by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (13), the National Council on
Aging (14), the American Physical Therapy Association (15), and is a Research Tested Intervention
Program evaluated by the National Cancer Institute/NIH (16). F&S @Home, a new virtual/online version
of the program, is now available as is a weight loss version, F&S Plus (12). New instructors can be
trained online via our online instructor training website. A Hispanic version, En Forma y Fuerte!, of the
program has also demonstrated substantial benefits and is also available (17).

Contact:

To find a Fit & Strong! class near you, or receive additional information, contact us at
fitandstrong@uic.edu or 312-413-9810. Visit our website at: fitandstrong.org.
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