
T he contribution of physical activity to
reducing chronic disease and achieving a

wide variety of health-related benefits is well
documented.1,2 In Canada, reductions in popu-
lation levels of physical inactivity between
1981 and 1995 have resulted in substantial
decreases in the estimated population risk of
premature death attributable to inactive
lifestyles: 8% fewer deaths from coronary
heart disease; 4% fewer deaths from type II
diabetes; and 7% fewer deaths from colon
cancer.3 These reductions in serious health
risk translate directly into substantial savings
in national health care costs.

In 1995, the federal, provincial, and territori-
al governments recognized the toll that physi-
cal inactivity was taking on the health of
Canadians and the potential for containing
health care costs through concerted actions to
reduce sedentary living.4 In addition, most
Canadians (85%) value physical activity very
positively and generally more than 90% rec-
ognize its benefits (Bulletins 25 and 26).

Given the established link between physical
activity and health and their own recent com-
mitment to reducing the level of physical inac-
tivity in the population, the federal, provin-
cial, and territorial governments had a keen
interest in establishing whether Canadians
also wanted to maintain and increase support
to physical activity initiatives. To this end, the
1997 Physical Activity Monitor examined
whether Canadians thought that government
spending of their tax dollars directed to ser-
vices, facilities, and programs supporting

physical activity should increase, decrease, or
remain the same.

As shown in Figure 1, the vast majority of
Canadians (93%) state that spending their tax
dollars to support physical activity should
increase or remain the same. In fact, 16% of
Canadians think that much more of their tax
dollars should be directed to physical activity
initiatives and 36% think more tax dollars
should be spent in this manner. The remain-
ing 41% report that government spending
should be maintained at its current level. In
short, very few Canadians think that spending
in this vital area should decrease, despite the
continuing downward pressure on health pro-
motion and physical activity budgets at all lev-
els in government. Currently, municipal and
provincial/territorial spending on physical
activity varies markedly across the country,
with federal expenditures by Health Canada
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remaining constant at 10 million dollars annu-
ally after decreasing by 25% since the 1980s.5

These findings provide important direction
and support for the federal, provincial, and
territorial government initiatives related to
physical activity. Indeed, such widespread
general support for maintaining and increas-
ing tax spending on physical activity augurs
well for the ability of the federal, provincial,
and territorial governments to implement ini-
tiatives designed to achieve their joint goal of
reducing the population level of physical inac-
tivity by 10% by the year 2003.6

Age and sex differences
Small but significant differences exist

between men and women in views about gov-
ernment spending on physical activity.
Whereas men are more likely than women to
support an increase in spending on services,
facilities and programs for physical activity,
women are more likely than men to report
that tax spending should remain at its current
level. Despite these differences, few men or
women think that tax spending should
decrease. To some extent, gender differences
may reflect participation differences between
men and women in the more popular physical
activities, with more men participating in
activities like bicycling and sports that benefit
directly from public supports like trails or
facilities.

Although adults of all ages are equally likely
to state that much more of their tax dollars
should be spent on physical activity initia-
tives, there are age-related differences in
views about whether more tax dollars or the
same amount of tax dollars should be spent in
support of physical activity. In younger age
groups, Canadians are more likely to think
that governments should spend more to sup-
port physical activity and less likely to report
that government spending should remain the
same. Since prevalent activities among seniors
tend to be activities that can be done with 
relatively few apparent public services, pro-
grams, and facilities (e.g., walking, home exer-

cise, and golf), older adults may believe that
fewer government services are required to
support their participation. On the other
hand, the greater degree of support for
increased spending among younger adults
may be indicative of the higher participation
rates reported in structured activities (such as
sport) and activities for which safety is
enhanced by infrastructure supports like
paths and dedicated lanes (such as commuting
by bicycle).

Socio-economic differences
Canadians having less than secondary school

graduation are the most likely to report that
government should spend much more on phys-
ical activity services, facilities and programs
(27% versus 13–15% among individuals in
higher education levels). Similar findings hold
for income level; that is, individuals in lower
income groups are more likely to report that
much more should be spent on physical activi-
ty. This may to some extent reflect fewer per-
ceived obstacles to participation reported by
people with higher education and income lev-
els (Bulletin 4), as well as their greater ability
to opt and pay for private services, programs,
and facilities.

Compared with Canadians in other occupa-
tion groups, students are the most likely to
report that government spending on physical
activity should increase. As there is an inter-
action between occupation, age, and income
level, this difference may be attributed in part
to the underlying relationships with age and
income level. Students tend to be comprised
primarily of younger adults and people with
lower income levels, thereby reflecting, at
least to some degree, the greater support for
government spending on physical activity
among these groups than among the general
population.

The larger the community, the greater the
likelihood that residents think that govern-
ments should spend more tax dollars on physi-
cal activity. Although there is an interaction
between community size, age, education, and
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income, the relationship between community
size and views on government spending
appears to be independent of these factors. In
larger communities, the view that increased
government spending is needed to support
physical activity may reflect a greater require-
ment in those communities for infrastructure
supports like bicycle lanes and a greater
demand for affordable services, facilities and
programs relative to that in smaller communi-
ties (Bulletin 28).

Marital status influences views on govern-
ment support for physical activity. Whereas
never-married individuals, who tend to be
younger, are more likely than others to think
that government should spend more on physi-
cal activity initiatives, individuals who are
married or living with a partner are the least
likely to report this. Regardless of marital sta-
tus, adults uniformly state that government
should maintain or increase spending in this
area.

Activity level
Compared with inactive people, active people

tend to think that government spending for
physical activity should increase. This is true
whether activity level is defined by the
amount of kilocalories expended in activity or
by whether or not a person meets the criteria
set in Canada’s Physical Activity Guide
(Figure 2).

It may be that by being active, individuals
have experienced the need for public services,

facilities, and programs supporting physical
activity. For example, people who choose to
commute by bicycle are the most likely to cite
access to paths, trails, and green spaces as an
important support in helping them to be
active, followed by those who commute by
walking (Bulletin 29). In addition, since
active Canadians are more likely than others
to believe that physical activity is very impor-
tant to their health (Bulletin 25), at least part
of the call for increased spending may be relat-
ed to the call for increased spending to foster
the health of Canadians. This is only part of
the answer, however, since half of those who
are currently sedentary also support more
government spending of their tax dollars on
services, facilities, and programs for physical
activity. 

Making a difference
Clearly, Canadians have indicated that they

are aware of the importance of physical activi-
ty to health and well-being, and that they
believe that their tax dollars should be direct-
ed toward supporting healthy, active living in
Canada. How then can governments best
direct their current and future spending in
this important area? To make a difference,
governments—indeed policy-makers and pro-
fessionals in all sectors—should take a bal-
anced approach by

• creating environments that are more con-
ducive to physical activity,

• engaging individuals so that they make
active choices, and 

• ensuring sufficient financial and human
resources so that a concerted effort can be
made to engage individuals and create sup-
portive environments for physical activity. 

To move from principles to action, profes-
sionals and policy makers can

• review, refine, and enact policies and legis-
lation supportive of physical activity in
order to positively influence the social and
physical environments in which
Canadians work, live, and play;
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• examine the design of local communities
to identify and implement changes that
support safe and affordable participation
in physical activity;

• develop innovative incentive programs for
the workplace, schools, neighbourhoods,
and health care settings to encourage and
support individuals in adopting and main-
taining a more active lifestyle. At the same
time, identify disincentives in these set-
tings and develop initiatives to minimize
them;

• work with professionals in other sectors to
leverage resources through joint efforts by
ensuring that consistent messages reach
Canadians from a variety of sources and
by using various means of communication
to target specific groups that may be diffi-
cult to reach through traditional means;

• create comprehensive messaging strategies
to inform individuals about how to take
the first steps in becoming more active
while encouraging those who are already
active to remain so and avoid potential
relapses. Establish goals for individual lev-
els of participation that provide substantial
health benefit—for example the goal for
adults in Canada’s Physical Activity
Guide.
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Government spending on physical activity
1997 Physical Activity Monitor

M uch
more

Somewhat
more

About the
same

Less

TOTAL, ADULTS (18+) 16% 36% 41% 8%

women 14 34 44 7
men 17 37 37 9

18–24 15 48 32 –
women – 44 37 –
men – 51 – –

25–44 17 38 39 6
women 15 39 42 –
men 20 37 36 8

45–64 14 31 44 11
women 15 28 48 –
men 14 35 39 –

65+ – 27 48 –
women – – 50 –
men – – – –

EDUCATION LEVEL
Less than secondary 22 33 38 8
Secondary 13 39 39 9
College 15 34 45 –
University 15 36 41 8

HOUSEHOLD INCOME
< $20,000 21 40 32 –
$20,000–39,999 16 37 40 7
$40,000–59,999 13 38 42 –
≥ $60,000 12 35 43 10

EMPLOYMENT STATUS
Full-time worker 14 37 41 8
Part-time worker 17 34 43 –
Unemployed 22 38 – –
Homemaker – 26 53 –
Student 22 49 26 –
Retired 16 29 42 –

COMMUNITY SIZE
< 1,000 13 33 39 15
1,000–9,999 14 34 41 11
10,000–74,999 16 34 45 –
75,000–299,999 12 43 37 –
≥ 300,000 20 34 39 –

– Data unavailable because of insufficient sample size.
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M uch
more

Somewhat
more

About the
same

Less

FAMILY COMPOSITION

Living with a partner 14% 32% 45% 9%
with children at home 11 32 47 9
without children at home 16 32 44 9

Widowed, divorced, separated 18 35 38 9
with children at home – – 36 –
without children at home 18 33 38 –

Never married 20 47 28 5
with children at home – – – –
without children at home 21 47 26 –

ENERGY EXPENDITURE
Active (≥3 KKD1) 20 39 36 5
Moderately active (1.5–2.9 KKD) 13 36 46 –
Somewhat active (0.5–1.4 KKD) 10 37 43 11
Sedentary (<0.5 KKD) 21 24 37 18

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY GUIDE
Meet guideline2 17 39 38 6
≥ 4 days/week 13 36 43 8
2–3 days/week 16 34 43 –
< 2 days/week 17 28 40 15

1 Kilocalories/kilogram of body weight/day; an energy expenditure of 3 KKD is equivalent to walking one hour every day.
2 Meet Canada’s Physical Activity Guide for sufficient physical activity on a weekly basis to achieve a wide range of health benefits. The

Guide calls for 60 minutes of light-to-vigorous-intensity activity daily, OR 30 minutes of moderate-intensity activity, 4 days a week,
OR 20 minutes of vigorous-intensity activity, 4 days a week. Although the Guide was developed for adults aged 25–55, it has been
applied here to all adults aged 18 and older for relative comparisons across demographic categories.

– Data unavailable because of insufficient sample size.


