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What do we know about physical 

activity and health? 
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Disability adjusted life years lost due 

to risk factors in EURO 

Physical inactivity is a leading risk factor for health in Europe,  
associated with nearly 1 million deaths/year 

Source: Global Health Risks.. Geneva, World Health Organization, 2009 

(http://www.who.int/healthinfo/global_burden_disease/global_health_risks/en/index.html/).    

http://www.who.int/whr/2002/en/
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Quantification of effects of physical inactivity 

• Risk reductions for:  

– 20-30% for CHD and CVD morbidity and 

mortality 

– Cancer risks:  

• 30% for colon cancer 

• 20% - 40% for breast cancer 

• 20% for lung cancer 

• 30% for endometrial cancer 

• 20% for ovarian cancer 

– 30% for developing functional limitations 

– 30% for premature all-cause mortality 

 

Magnitude of benefits from reaching 

minimum recommendations for  

physical activity 

Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee. Physical 
Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee Report, 2008. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2008.  

Risks 

• 21–25% of breast and colon 
cancer burden 

• 27% of diabetes burden 
• 30% of ischaemic heart disease 

burden  
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Inactivity status in the European Region 

• WHO estimates that in adults :  

– 63% are not reaching the minimum 

recommended level of physical activity 

– 20% of those are rated as “inactive” 

– 38% are sufficiently/highly active  

 

• 40% of EU citizens say that they play sport 

at least once a week  

 

• Citizens of Mediterranean and central 

European countries tend to exercise less 

 

• 22% of 11-year old girls and  

30% of boys report at least one hour of daily 

moderate to vigorous PA (MVPA)  

Global Health Risk Report, World Health Organization, 2009 

Eurobarometer 72.3. Special Eurobarometer 334: Sport and PA 

Health Behaviour in School Aged Children 2005/06 Survey 



        JMM: SPORT & HEALTH PROMOTION 

Inequalities in physical activity and 

sport 

• Existence of disparities in physical activity and sport across different 

social class and ethnic groups within countries in Europe 
 

• Lower income groups, and those from ethnic minority backgrounds 

are most at risk for leisure time physical inactivity (-> double burden) 
 

• The environment is an important contributor 
 

• Significant gap in the evidence base on interventions targeting 

physical activity in disadvantaged groups 

  

 enormous potential for health promotion! 



 

WHO Global Recommendations 

on Physical Activity for Health 
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How much physical activity do we need? 

WHO Global Recommendations 

 

 

• Main aim: providing 

guidance on dose response 

relation between frequency, 

duration, type and total 

amount of PA needed for 

prevention of NCD’s 

• Three age-groups; 5-17 year 

olds; 18-64; and 65+ 

• Main target audience; 

national and local policy 

makers 
http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/factsheet_recommendations/en/index.html 

http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/factsheet_recommendations/en/index.html
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Global recommendations on 

physical activity 

Intensity of activity 

moderate 

vigorous 

work/school 

transportation 

household 

Domains of activity 

recreation        and sports 

Type of activity 

Aerobic Strength Balance Flexibility 

How often? 
How long? 

How much in 
total? 
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How can we reach these 

recommendations? -> Sport for all 

as one entry point 
 

Sport is all forms of physical 

activity which, through 

casual or organised 

participation, aim at 

expressing or improving 

physical fitness and mental 

well-being, forming social 

relationships or obtaining 

results in competition at all 

levels 
 

- Council of Europe, 2001- 
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Sport for all : the opportunities 

Sport for all can address many of the domains of physical activity and inequalities as it has 
the potential to be: 

 

 Health promoting  

 Inclusive and equitable approach 

 Targeting all population groups across society 

 Using and valorising existing infrastructure (e.g. school gyms) 

 Mobilizing civil society around positive values (inclusiveness, voluntarism) 

 Aiming to recruit new people into sport and physical activity (not offer more 

to the same people) 

 Promoting activities that can be sustained throughout life (e.g. walking and 

cycling) 

 Emphasising enjoyment, the health, social and environmental benefits 

of sport over competition 
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Sport for all : the challenges 

In actual implementation, Sport for all often faces 

many challenges: 
 

• Competition… for limited resources 

• Unclear institutional responsibilities and levels of action 

• Culture and social attitudes favouring competitive sport 

• Governance of funding and financial incentives mechanisms 

available for Sport for all 



 

 WHO Europe’s policy framework 

and tools for action that include 

sport 
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Major developments from the EU in the promotion 

of sport and health-enhancing physical activity 

• European Sports Charter 

• EU White Paper on Sport 

• EU Physical Activity Guidelines 

• Lisbon Treaty 

• The European Commission’s 

Communication on sport 
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WHO/Europe: mandate for action 
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Action Plan on NCDs 2012-2016 

Health Promotion 

Planning & 
oversight 

National plan 

Health info sys 
with social 

determinants 
disaggregation 

Health in 
all policies 

Fiscal policies 

Marketing 

Salt 

Trans-Fat 

Healthy 
Settings 

Workplaces & 
Schools 

Active Mobility 

Secondary 
prevention 

Cardio-
metabolic risk 
assessment & 
management  

Early detection  
of cancer 
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New European health policy: Health 2020 

• […]  

• Will be informed and underpinned by a 

European study on social determinants of 

health 

• Will position health as a critical development 

sector, and make linkages with the other 

sectors to promote health as a 

governmental responsibility under the 

ministry of health 

• […] 
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WHO Europe’s: Tools for Action 



 

 Sport and health: the current policy 

situation in Member States and the 

role of the sport sector 
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Sport and health: what is the current policy 

situation in EU Member States? 

• Analysis of existing sport policy documents from 

EU MS concluded, among others: 

 

– […] Local environments crucial role …mainly in the 

local setting that the opportunities to be physically 

active are provided 

– The planning of recreational sports facilities should 

be considered as an integral part of urban 

planning 

– Taking a life course approach and offering 

physical activity in different settings, including 

schools and work places... 

– Collaboration should take place not only among 

ministries but also across government levels 

(national, regional and local), with civil society and 

the voluntary and private sectors. […] 
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Role of the sport sector 

• Policy making: 
 

– Allocate a proportion of sport funds to promoting  

physical activity 

– Support the response to address the challenge  

of lack of physical activity and link to related policy  

initiatives  

– Support provision of healthy environments and  

healthy choices, e.g. ensure access to facilities – for all! 

– Engage and work with national and local governments 

 

• Advocacy, education and awareness raising: 
 

– Teach about the benefits of physical activity in the sport sector training 

programmes 

– Advocate for physical activity and sport for all at professional, amateur and 

scholastic sporting events 
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Role of the sport sector 

• Sport as a tool to address societal issues: 
 

– Help to disseminate a culture of active leisure beyond classic sport activities 

– This should be done regardless of race, social class and gender 

– Use of physical activity and sport to promote healthy lifestyles, reduce violence 

and foster social integration 

 

• Community action: 
 

– Develop and deliver targeted community sport  

programmes as a means for community-wide mobilization 

– Make community use of local sport facilities easy and  

convenient 

– Organise physical activity events in the community 

 



 

 Zooming in on addressing 

societal challenges and PA in the 

work space 
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Using physical activity through sport as a 

solution mechanism for social challenges 

• Physical activity and sport as a diversionary strategy 

• Sport as a social inclusion strategy for people with 

disabilities 

• Main guiding principles for addressing disadvantaged 

groups: 

– Target community involvement in all aspects of the programme 

– Cultural sensitivity 

– Ecological approach (e.g. Well London) 
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PA/sport promotion  

and  

the work environment 

• The workplace is one of the most effective and efficient settings for 

disease prevention and control 
 

• At work: 
 

– Provide company sport facilities (or  

subsidies), showers 

– Encourage PA/sport outside of work  

(company sport teams) 

– Promote use of stairs 
 

• To and from work: 

– Mobility management with focus on promoting walking and cycling 

http://www.dietsinreview.com/diet_column/01/wordless-wednesday-take-the-stairs/ 
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A contribution to the discussion 

http://www.euro.who.int/HEAT 

Health economic assessment tools 
(HEAT) for walking and cycling 

 
How much is reduced mortality 

from regular walking and cycling 
worth?  
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Thank you! 

www.euro.who.int/physicalactivity  


