
 

Getting people more active is key to better
health: Here are 8 areas for investment
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Africa is facing an increasing burden of noncommunicable diseases. The
lack of physical activity is a risk factor for most of them.

Research on physical inactivity trends in Africa is limited. But evidence
suggests that as countries undergo transitions such as increased
urbanization, physical activity levels may decline.
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https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS2214-109X(19)30374-2/fulltext
https://www.who.int/ncds/prevention/physical-activity/introduction/en/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(18)30357-7/fulltext


 

But in Africa, the health agenda is dominated by pressing issues such as
infectious diseases and food insecurity. Given these competing priorities
and the absence of physical activity policies, African countries need to
know which strategies to invest in.

Encouraging physical activity should be a priority. Being physically
active is not entirely an individual choice, but a result of what funds,
spaces, places and opportunities are available to the individual and 
communities. This is why governments and leaders have a role to play.

To assist governments looking to boost physical activity, we at the 
International Society for Physical Activity and Health, offer eight key
areas for investment. These are based on global evidence of what works.
Our aim is to assist governments to meet targets set by the World Health
Organization (WHO).

Decades of research highlight that no single solution will increase
population levels of physical activity, which have declined and stagnated
over the last 50 years. That's why our reinvestment suggestions cover a
range of settings and government departments. Multiple departments,
including transport, education, sport and health, need to work together.

Eight investments

1. School Programs: Physically active children are likely to be
physically active as adults. Physical activity also contributes
positively to academic achievement and classroom behavior.
School environments and programs that keep students active
before, during and after school are recommended. One of the
best known and successful multi-component programs is
Finland's "Schools on the Move". Flexibility around the
implementation of these programs is necessary as schools
navigate a post-COVID-19 reality.
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https://www.afro.who.int/sites/default/files/2020-10/AFR-RC70-10%20Framework%20for%20the%20implementation%20of%20the%20GAPPA.pdf
https://www.afro.who.int/sites/default/files/2020-10/AFR-RC70-10%20Framework%20for%20the%20implementation%20of%20the%20GAPPA.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/individual+choice/
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/272722/9789241514187-eng.pdf
https://www.ispah.org/
https://www.ispah.org/resources/key-resources/8-investments/
https://www.ispah.org/resources/key-resources/8-investments/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(16)30728-0/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(17)31267-9/fulltext
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-789X.2011.00982.x
https://www.thelancet.com/retrieve/pii/S2214109X18303577
https://www.karger.com/Article/Abstract/222244
https://www.jsams.org/article/S1440-2440(17)31641-9/fulltext
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(12)00383-2/fulltext
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1559827615616381
https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/52/13/820


 

2. Active travel: Funded transport policies that support walking,
cycling and public transport encourage more active modes of 
travel. These policies should address safety as well. Most city-
based journeys are short enough to walk, cycle or roll. Replacing
car trips with active transport trips improves health, reduces
injury and road trauma, and reduces harmful emissions, along
with other benefits. This has been done in many European cities.
For those who live far from work, public transport can encourage
more active modes of travel, such as walking to and from a bus
or train station.

3. Active urban design: People are active in locations that feel
safe and enticing to use. Spaces can be designed to support
physical activity, such as buildings where the stairs are visually
appealing. Providing access to parks is another clear example,
but there are nuances, such as the type and quality of amenities
provided at the parks. Active urban design allows for many of the
things people need to be near to home or work, within walking
distance. Funded policies that support equitable access to parks,
local amenities and better walking, cycling and public
transportation infrastructure make being active more appealing,
accessible and equitable.

4. These planning considerations are particularly pertinent in
African countries undergoing rapid urbanization. There is
evidence to show that these endeavors are worth pursuing. For
example, features of the built environment contribute to
increased physical activity among adults in Uganda, and among
Nigerian adults and adolescents.

5. Healthcare: Health professionals are in a position to advise
patients on how and why they should be physically active. But
some health professionals need additional training and support to
promote physical activity. There are indications of success in
some high-income countries such as Australia. But there's room
for improvement in African countries, and strategies can draw on
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+transport/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/2-billion-package-to-create-new-era-for-cycling-and-walking
https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/51/19/1389
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/jeph/2013/797312/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)01284-2/fulltext
https://journals.humankinetics.com/view/journals/jpah/16/4/article-p243.xml
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09593985.2018.1443187
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0150142
https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/46/14/1024
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0091743597902267?via%3Dihub
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s40945-017-0034-8


 

the global "Exercise is Medicine" initiative.
6. Public education and the media: Social media, digital media

and mass media campaigns can transmit clear messages about
physical activity. These platforms can cost-effectively reach
large populations and increase awareness of the importance of
physical activity and opportunities to be more active, and lead to 
behavior change.

7. Sport and recreation for all: Providing a variety of sporting
opportunities across the lifespan is key to keeping people
engaged in sport. Given the high cost of some sports, government
subsidies may be one way to increase participation. Sport has
specifically been linked to the attainment of the Sustainable
Development Goals, with a "Tool Kit for Action" for countries to
draw on. Sport and recreation for all has been attained in high-
income countries such as Canada. Progress has also been made in
some African countries, such as Zambia, where national sport
policy has more explicitly recognized the contribution of sport to
the achievement of sustainable development priorities including
skills development and job creation.

8. Workplaces: For sedentary occupations, workplace-based
physical activity programs will have physical, mental, and social
benefits, while also reducing absenteeism and burnout and
increasing productivity. An example is providing pedometers to
employees so that they can monitor (and increase) their daily
steps.

9. Community-wide programs: Community-wide programs to
promote physical activity will have benefits beyond health. These
have shown to be successful in Brazil, particularly in terms of
scaling-up interventions with political support, and Japan where
population-level physical activity was increased. But these have
yet to be implemented effectively in any African country.

10. Now is the time to invest in these eight areas, to assist
COVID-19 recovery, reduce the impact of noncommunicable
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https://www.sasma.org.za/exercise-is-medicine/
https://www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk/phr/phr07080
https://academic.oup.com/her/article/26/6/1060/595711
https://www.sdgfund.org/sites/default/files/report-sdg_fund_sports_and_sdgs_web_0.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/lets-get-moving.html
https://www.sportanddev.org/sites/default/files/downloads/enhancing_the_contribution_of_sport_to_the_sustainable_development_goals_.pdf
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2458-12-880
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3917705/
https://academic.oup.com/ije/article/47/2/642/4693827


 

diseases and promote mental health. These investments are
critical to reach the WHO's targets to reduce physical inactivity
by 10% by 2025 and 15% by 2030.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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