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To Move or Not to Move that is the Question-the
Health Impact of Sedentary Behaviours
Population levels of obesity in North
America continue to remain strikingly
high. The most current estimates
indicate that slightly more than half of
Canadian adults (53.6% of those aged
18 year or older) were either
overweight or obese in 2013 [1].
Research has consistently focused on
modifiable factors such as physical
activity and/or nutrition as ways to
improve weight issues among children
and adults alike. More recently,
however, sedentary behaviours (SB)
(i.e., those requiring minimal energy
expenditure, 1-1.5 basal metabolic
rates) has been identified as important
contributor to the obesity epidemic [2].
Research has shown that prolonged
periods of time engaged in sedentary
activities is associated with negative
health outcomes independent of
physical activity [2]. According to the
Conference board of Canada modest
improvements in physical activity (PA)
and SB could increase GDP by $7.5
billion by 2040 [3]. The most commonly
reported types of sedentary activities
include sitting time (e.g. at school or
work) and screen time (e.g. television
viewing, computer/video games) [2].
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In recent years, the scientific community
has acknowledged the need for further
exploration into the role of these SB on
health outcomes. To date, however, the
available evidence remains rather sparse
and inconsistent [2]. In addition,
researchers also recognize a need for
identifying effective interventions to target
these behaviours [4].This edition of the
Research File will summarize the findings
of two studies which focus on SB. The first
study is a overview of systematic review
conducted by Rezende and colleagues,
which investigates the relationship
between SB and various health outcomes
[2]. The second study by Prince et al.
synthesized evidence regarding the
effectiveness of physical activity (PA) and
SB interventions on reducing sedentary
time in adults [4].
 
Health impact of SB
 
Rezende and colleagues identified 1,044
potentially relevant articles, of which 27
articles were included in their review.  The
majority of studies (63%) examined SB in
general, whereas a smaller (<30%)
proportion examined relationships
between health outcomes and specific
types of SB (i.e., screen-based SB and
sitting-time) [2]. A number of health
outcomes were found to be linked with
specific SB in both children and adults [2].
Overall, the strongest associations
identified were between obesity and TV
viewing (in children and adolescents); and
between all-cause mortality, fatal and
non-fatal cardiovascular disease, type 2
diabetes, metabolic syndrome and certain
types of SB (in adults) [2]. Table 1
provides a summary of relationships
between SB and health outcomes [2].

The results of this review should be
interpreted with caution as the studies
were primarily observational and thus
causality could not be inferred [2]. In
addition, the generalizability of the
findings are limited as none of studies
included this review examined
relationships in middle-aged adults or the
elderly [2].

 
Effective interventions for reducing
SB
 
Given the evidence linking SB to adverse
health outcomes, and that a considerable
amount of children and adults’ waking
time is spent engaged in these types of
activities; there is a need for further
investigation into identifying effective
interventions for reducing sedentary time
in the population [4]. In a recent
systematic review, Prince and colleagues
examined the efficacy of PA, combined PA
and SB and SB-focused interventions in
reducing sedentary time among adults [4].
According to their findings, to be effective
interventions need to target SB change
specifically [4]. Interventions with a SB
focus resulted in the largest (clinically
meaningful) reduction in sedentary time
(91 fewer minutes per day), whereas those
which focused on PA or which included
both a PA and SB component generally
resulted in smaller reductions in sedentary
time [4].
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What have
we learned?
Prolonged time in sedentary●

activities is associated with an
increased risk of developing certain
non-communicable conditions.
Among children and adolescents,●

the strongest association was
between TV and screen time with
obesity.
Among adults, the strongest●

associations were found between
the various SBs and all-cause
mortality, cardiovascular disease,
type 2 diabetes and metabolic
syndrome.
Effective strategies for reducing●

sedentary time will require
interventions that focus on SB
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