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Introduction
What is physical activity in the workplace?
A workplace that encourages employees to be physically active to, from or during work hours is a
workplace that supports physical activity. The workplace may encourage employees to use active
transportation to arrive and depart from work locations, or may offer flex time policies that allow
employees to start or end the workday to permit participation in active programs.
While at work, physical activity in the workplace encourages employees to incorporate activity into the
workday whenever possible. Examples may include walking to external meetings, point of choice
signage near elevators prompting the use of stairs, provision of information on active classes, walking
meetings, designated stretch breaks during the workday, implementation of a walk-station or organizing
participation in community-sponsored events.
Some employees may have jobs that include physical activity as part of regular work duties, such as
letter carriers or assembly-line workers. Other employees may have more sedentary positions that offer
limited opportunities to leave the workstation, making opportunities to be active that much more
important.
Every workplace is unique and individual employees will have a different set of circumstances either
creating opportunities to be physically active or remain sedentary for the majority of the workday. It is
for this reason that it becomes important to implement occasions to get employees moving.

How much physical activity is enough?
The Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines recommend that adults between the ages of 18 and 64 years
accumulate at least 150 minutes of moderate- to vigorous-intensity aerobic physical activity per week, in
bouts of 10 minutes or more to achieve health benefits. In addition, the Canadian Physical Activity
Guidelines for adults also recommends incorporating muscle and bone strengthening activities using
major muscle groups, at least two days each week.1 These recommendations are the minimum amount
of physical activity needed weekly to achieve health benefits. More physical activity will provide even
greater health benefits.
However, for those who are physically inactive, the Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines acknowledge
that doing less than 150 minutes per week can provide some health benefits1. For these adults, the
guidelines recommend starting with smaller amounts of physical activity and gradually increasing the
1

Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology. (2011). Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines – Adults (18-64 years). Retrieved July
15, 2013 from the World Wide Web. http://www.csep.ca/guidelines
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duration, frequency and intensity in an effort to work toward meeting the suggested minimum of 150
minutes of moderate- to vigorous-intensity physical activity per week1.

Energy expenditure on the job
Many technological advances within the workplace have caused physical activity to be engineered out of
the work day. Automation on assembly lines and computer workstations has become the norm. As a
result of these many technologies, employees are finding less opportunity to move throughout the
workday. With the explosion of labour-saving devices within the home and the increasing popularity of
screen-based leisure activities, sedentary behaviours are becoming more prevalent in the workplace and
beyond. The phrase “modern chair dependency” is just one of the many terms reflecting the growing
trend of sedentary-based activities. This chair dependency contributes to cardiovascular disease, excess
weight, premature death, and negative psychological and social effects as well.
Traditionally, physical activity literature has focused on the quantity of time people spent engaged in
physical activity at moderate- to vigorous- intensity levels. As a result of this predominant focus on

sleep – sedentary behaviour – light activity – moderate PA – vigorous PA

-

METs

+

physical activity intensity, individuals who participated in light activity were still considered sedentary.
Light physical activity can account for a large portion of the weekly amounts of physical activity,
providing it is done in bouts of 10 minutes or more2.
One metabolic equivalent of task (MET) is the amount of energy someone expends when at rest (i.e.
sleeping). As activity increases so does the amount of energy (METs) expended (Figure above)3.
Sedentary behaviours are those that involve any waking activity characterized by an energy expenditure
≤ 1.5 METs and a sitting or reclining posture. Table 1 provides a summary of these increases and
examples of jobs that often involve the different activity intensities.

2

Sedentary Behaviour Research Network. Retrieved July 15, 2013 from the World Wide Web
http://www.sedentarybehaviour.org/what-is-sedentary-behaviour/
3
Owen N, Healy GN, Matthews CE, Dunstan DW. (2010). Too much sitting: the population health science of sedentary
behaviour. Exercise and Sport Sciences Reviews, 38(3): 105-113. Retrieved on July 15, 2013 from the World Wide Web.

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3404815/pdf/nihms229379.pdf
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Vigorous

Sample Activities
≥6.0 METs

Intensity/METs

Moderate
3.0 – 6.0 METs

Table 1:
Metabolic
equivalents
of task
(MET),
activities
and
selected job
types4

1.5 – 3.0 METs

Light

≤1.5 METs

Sedentary

Running (>4km/hr.)
Weight lifting
Swimming
Dancing
Brisk walking
(>3km/hr.)
Vacuuming
Moving furniture/
organizing room
Painting
Gardening
Standing and talking
Sitting and eating
Washing dishes
Shopping
Child care (feeding,
dressing, bathing)
Playing musical
instruments (sitting)
Showering
Slow walking
(≤3km/hr.)
Working at a
computer
Watching television
Sitting and reading

Occupations*
Firefighter
Truck driver (loading / unloading)
Road crew (digging, jack
hammering, driving heavy
machinery)
Garbage collector
Custodian (vacuuming, mopping)
Hotel housekeeper
Roofer
Yard worker / lawn keeper
Painter
Road crew (standing, directing
traffic)
Cook, chef
Mail carrier
Custodian ( dusting, light cleaning)
Taxi/ bus driver, delivery driver
Operating automated, heavy
equipment (not driving)
Crane operator
Police (directing traffic / driving car)
Store clerk
Welder
Police (riding in car)
Office work (sitting tasks,
meetings, light)
Data entry (typing, computer)

*For specific METs and additional activities or occupations, please refer to the Compendium of Physical Activities
https://sites.google.com/site/compendiumofphysicalactivities/Activity-Categories

4

Ainsworth BE, Haskell WL, Herrmann SD, Meckes N, Bassett Jr DR, Tudor-Locke C, Greer JL, Vezina J, Whitt-Glover MC,
Leon AS. The Compendium of Physical Activities Tracking Guide. Healthy Lifestyles Research Center, College of Nursing &
Health Innovation, Arizona State University. Retrieved July 15, 2013 from the World Wide Web.
https://sites.google.com/site/compendiumofphysicalactivities/
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The amount of time a person is engaged in sedentary activities displaces time spent in higher intensity
activity. This contributes to a decrease in overall energy expended through physical activity3.

Effects of sedentary behaviour
Sedentary behaviours occur in three areas throughout the day5:
• Sitting at work
• Sitting during travel
• Sitting in leisure time
What happens physiologically?
Sedentary behaviours may be a distinct risk factor, independent of physical activity, for many negative
health outcomes in adults including:
an imbalance between bone loss and bone formation leading to a decreased bone mineral content6
a decrease in muscle activity
increase in cholesterol
increases sensitivity to insulin and increased blood sugars5,7
When these physiological changes occur, the risk for a variety of chronic diseases increases including the
risk for:
• Premature death
• Diabetes
• Osteoporosis
• Heart disease
• High blood pressure
• Obesity
• Cancer
Women appear to be at greater risk for premature death than men. One study found that women who
sat for more than six hours a day had a 37 per cent increased risk of premature death, compared to 18
per cent for men. This risk remained when factors such as diet, amount of physical activity and smoking
were controlled8.

5

Hamilton MT, Healy GN, Dunstan DW, Zderic TW, Owen N. (2008). Too little exercise and too much sitting: inactivity
physiology and the need for new recommendations on sedentary behaviour. Current Cardiovascular Risk Reports, 2:292-298.
6
Tremblay MS, Colley RC, Saunders TJ, Healy GN, Owen N. (2010). Physiological and health implications of a sedentary
lifestyle. Applied Physiology, Nutrition and Metabolism, 35: 725-740.
7
Katzmarzyk PT. (2010). Physical activity, sedentary behaviour, and health: paradigm paralysis or paradigm shift? Diabetes,
59: 2717-2725.
8

Patel AV, Bernstein L, Deka A, Feigelson HS, Campbell PT, Gapstur SM, Colditz GA, Thun MJ. (2010). Leisure time
spent sitting in relation to total mortality in a prospective cohort of US adults. American Journal of Epidemiology,
172(4): 419-429.
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How sedentary are Canadian adults?
Research suggests that adults report sitting on average more than five hours per day9. According to data
collected in the Canadian Health Measures Survey (CHMS), sedentary behaviours accounted for 69 per
cent of the time adults wore an accelerometer during waking hours. The total average daily sedentary
time was 9.6 hours for men and 9.8 hours for women10. Sedentary behaviour at work can be common
depending on the position. One study found that adults employed in office-based or in retail spend 70
per cent of waking hours in sedentary behaviours on workdays compared to 62 per cent on non-working
days11.
The benefits of being active at work
Moderate-intensity physical activity, such as brisk walking or active commuting, provides many health
benefits. Participation in 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity most days of the week is
associated with a 30 per cent decrease in the risk for premature death, cardiovascular disease, stroke,
high blood pressure, colon cancer, breast cancer and type II diabetes12. Greater health benefits can be
achieved increasing the amount or intensity of physical activity1.
Three short periods of brisk walking in bouts of 10 minutes or more accumulated throughout the day is
as effective as one continuous 30 minute brisk walk in reducing cardiovascular risk and improving mood
in people who were previously sedentary12. It is important to note, that activity spent in leisure time
could be offset by the degree of sedentary behaviour during the remainder of waking hours13.Therefore,
it is suggested that sedentary time is broken up by brief bouts of physical activity. Breaking up sedentary
activities can include simple stretching, moving from a seated to standing position or from standing still
to a light walk. These activities lessen the health risks associated with sedentary behaviour14.

9

Bauman A, Ainsworth BE, Sallis JF, Hagstromer M, Craig CL, Full FC, Pratt M, Venugopal K, Chau J, Sjostrom M, the IPS
Group. (2011). The descriptive epidemiology of sitting: a 20-country comparison using the International Physical Activity
Questionnaire (IPAQ). American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 41(2): 228-235.
10
Colley RC, Garriguet D, Janssen I, Craig CL, Clarke J, Tremblay MS. (2011). Physical activity of Canadian adults:
accelerometer results from the 2007 to 2009 Canadian Health Measures Survey. (Catalogue 82-003-XPE) Statistics Canada,
Health Reports, 22(1).
11
Thorp A, Dunstan D, Clark B, Gardiner P, Healy G, Keegel T, Owen N, Winkler E. (2009). Stand Up Australia: sedentary
behaviour in workers. Medibank Private, Australia. Retrieved July 15, 2013 from the World Wide Web
http://www.medibank.com.au/Client/Documents/Pdfs/Stand_Up_Australia.pdf
12
Warburton DER, Charlesworth S, Ivey A, Nettlefold L, Bredin SSD. (2010). A systematic review of the evidence for Canada’s
Physical Activity Guidelines for Adults. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 7:39
13
Patel AV, Bernstein L, Deka A, Feigelson HS, Campbell PT, Gapstur SM, Colditz GA, Thun MJ. (2010). Leisure time spent
sitting in relation to total mortality in a prospective cohort of US adults. American Journal of Epidemiology, 172(4): 419-429.
14
Barr-Anderson DJ, AuYoung M, Whitt-Glover MC, Glenn BA, Yancey AK. (2011). Integration of short bouts of physical
activity into organizational routine: a systematic review of the literature. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 40(1): 7693.
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Possible health benefits associated with physical activity and a reduction in sedentary behaviour include:
• Lower blood sugar
• Smaller waist circumference
• Lower body mass index (BMI)
• Lower triglyceride levels
• Lower risk for developing cancer
• Improved self-esteem
• Decreased feelings of stress and depression
• Improved perception of personal health status
Increased energy, stamina and memory
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Why choose a physical activity policy and not just a workplace exercise program?
The workplace and the health of employees are linked. Ideally, workplaces should not only protect the
safety and wellbeing of employees but should also provide opportunities for improving health and quality of
life. Effective workplace programs, environmental supports and health-specific policies that promote the
health of the employee can have a positive impact on the employer, employee, employee family members
and the general community. These programs and policies help make the healthy choice easier.
Implementation of a policy on physical activity is beneficial for many reasons including sustainability, cost
effectiveness and accountability.

Sustainability

Physical activity interventions that target behaviour change in individuals
without changing the environments in which they work are unlikely to be
effective in changing behaviour long-term15. Programming alone is
insufficient to bring about sustainable changes.

Cost Effectiveness

Costs associated with absenteeism, sick leave, disability, injuries and
other health care claims are associated with physical inactivity, which
impacts the costs within the workplace16. Providing a workplace
environment that supports physical activity can reduce these costs.

Accountability*

The Ontario Occupational Health and Safety Act requires employers to
take every precaution reasonable under the circumstances to protect the
health and safety of workers. While there is no legal requirement in
Canada requiring an employer to provide support, encouragement or
requirement for healthy lifestyle options within the workplace, some
organizations have been proactive with the creation of supportive work
environments and policies that support physical activity amongst
employees as part of being a good employer and its return on
investment15.

*if resources are available, it is advisable to consult with appropriate legal advisors and/or risk
management staff on accountability issues as they relate to the organization’s polices, specifically to
ensure that all appropriate due diligence requirements are in place.
15

Burton, J. 2008. The Business Case for a Healthy Workplace. Retrieved on July 15, 2013 from the world wide web
http://www.iapa.ca/pdf/fd_business_case_healthy_workplace.pdf
16
Anderson, L., Quinn, T., Glanz, K., Ramirez, G., Kahwati, L., Johnson, D., Buchanan, L., Archer, R., Chattopadhyay,
S., Kalra, G., Katz, D. 2009. The Effectiveness of Worksite Nutrition and Physical Activity Interventions for
Controlling Employee Overweight and Obesity: A Systematic Review. American Journal of Preventive Medicine,
37(4), 340-357. Retrieved on July 15, 2013 from the world wide web
http://calwic.org/storage/documents/conference/2010/precon/liftoff_handout6.pdf
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If an organization decides to provide on-site physical activity opportunities for employees, in addition to
policy development, it is suggested that the workplace consult with legal advisors around potential
liability issues such as consent/ release of liability agreement forms and insurance requirements.

What are the benefits of a workplace physical activity policy?
Research suggests that there are many benefits associated with environmental supports and workplace
physical activity policies. These benefits extend to both the employee and the employer15.
Benefits of Physically Active Employers:
Improved productivity
Return on investment
Decreased turnover
Retention of quality staff
Lower absenteeism
Decreased short- and long-term disability
Improved employee morale
Creation of a corporate culture that values employee well-being
Increased employee satisfaction
Improved health of employees
Benefits of Physical Activity for Employees:
Enhanced ability to cope with stress
Improved concentration
Decreased injuries
Improved job satisfaction
Increased job productivity
Improved health outcomes
Decreased risk of chronic diseases associated with sedentary behaviour
Improved work-life balance
Increased opportunity to socially connect with fellow coworkers
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Getting started:
Developing a physical activity policy
A policy offers the opportunity for employers to demonstrate a formal pledge to the health and wellbeing of employees. This commitment to employee health can assist a workplace in becoming an
employer of choice and attract talented people in a competitive market. Unlike some policies, a
workplace physical activity policy should be seen as positive as opposed to a restriction forced onto
employees. This type of policy makes a positive statement by the employer indicating value of the
health and well-being of the employee. It is also a practical way to boost employee morale while
providing a structured approach to improving the physical activity status of employees17.
Step 1: Establish need for policy
An important step in building an organizational approach to employee physical activity and health is to
understand how the community of employees experience and identify with the issue of inactive
lifestyle. A method to gather this information on the need for a policy can be done by conducting an
environmental scan.
What is an environmental scan?
An environmental scan involves systematically exploring and interpreting both internal and external
practices to gain a better understanding of trends and drivers of change that impact the workplace. An
environmental scan will also establish the feasibility of potential policies by determining the availability
of resources and staff support for policy change. This scan will document views of staff BEFORE the
policy is written18.
Conducting an environmental scan in the workplace
1.
Create a workgroup of employees who are knowledgeable about the workplace and who have
expressed interest in providing meaningful opportunities for physical activity within the workplace
setting.
2.

Plan a series of questions that will address the issue of a workplace physical activity policy.
Consider the following:
Are there inconsistencies on how employees can be physically active within the workplace?
Is there confusion about when employees can be active during working hours?

17

National Health Services [NHS] 2010. A guide to Writing and Implementing a Physical Activity Policy in the
Workplace. Glasgow: UK. Retrieved on July 16, 2013 from
http://www.healthatwork.org.uk/pdf.pl?file=haw/files/PhysicalActivityPolicy.pdf
18
Conway, M. 2009. Environmental Scanning: What it is and how to do it. Retrieved from the world wide web on
July 17, 2013 http://www.slideshare.net/mkconway/environmental-scanning-what-it-is-and-how-to-do-it
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Is there a demonstrated need or desire for employees to be active at work?
Performing a PEST analysis. What are the possible Political, Environmental, Social and
Technological impacts of being active at work?
Perform a SWOT analysis. If possible, consider potential Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities
and Threats in regards to physical activity and the specific workplace.
3.

Keep notes based on workgroup discussions and use this information to assess readiness for the
development of a physical activity policy and the creation of supportive environments that
encourage an active lifestyle.

4.

Determine organizational readiness through an inventory of the time and resources the workplace
has available to dedicate towards the development of a policy. It is important to remember that a
policy on physical activity in the workplace will apply broadly across the organization and not just
a select few. The policy should be created to fit with organizational values19.

Building support for a workplace physical activity policy
Building support for a physical activity policy involves the engagement of employees and key
stakeholders in the creation of a sustainable policy with achievable goals. The PEST and SWOT analyses
will provide the policy workgroup with an understanding of the personal, environmental and
organizational factors that may impact employee interest and willingness to participate in physical
activity20. In each workplace, building support will differ based on employees, organizational culture and
available resources.
Step 2: Develop policy content
Before the workplace begins to shape the workplace physical activity policy, it is important to note that
not all policy and environmental supports will be suitable for all workplaces. Diverse workplace factors
must be considered during the developmental stages of the workplace physical activity policy. Factors
that must be considered during the development phase include:
What aspects of physical activity will the policy address? Are the intended outcomes to increase
physical activity during working hours or outside of work?
How will a physical activity policy support the development of an active workplace culture?
How will the workplace physical activity policy impact the employees and management teams?
Are there collective agreements that need to be considered when developing a workplace physical
activity policy?

19

Developing HR Policies. HR Council.ca. Retrieved from the world wide web on July 17,.2013 from
http://hrcouncil.ca/hr-toolkit/policies-guideline.cfm
20
Phipps, E., Madison, N., Pomerantz, S., & Klein, M. 2010. Identifying and Assessing Interests and Concerns of
Priority Populations for Work-Site Programs to Promote Physical Activity. Health Promotion Practice, 11(1), 71-78.
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Will the size of the workplace, sector or location impact the ability to successfully implement a
workplace physical activity policy?
Do employee demographics such as age, gender, ethnicity, language, socioeconomic status and job
role impact the employee’s ability to be physically active?
When developing the physical activity policy, it is good practice to consult with stakeholders,
management, staff and/or a member of the board. This will ensure that the policy is supported, the
correct issues are being addressed and multiple perspectives are considered. If possible, identify and
connect with comparable organizations that have developed a similar physical activity policy in the
workplace that could provide ideas on what should be included in the policy and any potential successes
or modifications that were implemented19.
Niagara Region Public Health is here to help and offers free consultations for workplaces on how to get
started with developing a physical activity policy. For assistance on establishing a policy or identifying
the needs specific to your employee priorities and health needs, visit http://www.niagararegion.ca and
search “workplace health”.
Step 3: Draft the policy and procedure
Workplace physical activity policies vary across workplaces based on the diverse needs of employees.
Typically, the physical activity policy should follow the format of existing organizational policies in the
organization. A policy should include the following concepts:
Purpose:

The purpose sets out what the physical activity policy aims to accomplish, or the
overall goal of the physical activity policy

Scope:

The scope identifies to whom the physical activity policy applies. It may apply to all
staff and workers, or may differentiate based on location, employment status, or
department. In this section, exceptions to the physical activity policy should be
outlined

Statement:

The statement is the standard or rule that the physical activity policy aims to
communicate to staff

Responsibilities: This section outlines the responsibilities of the staff members and management team
around physical activity within the workplace. It will also highlight who is responsible
for developing, maintaining, monitoring and implementing the policy
Definitions:

If any terms need to be defined, this would occur within this section

Effective date:

This section would indicate the date that the physical activity policy came into effect
and the date of any revisions
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Review date:

This section will identify how the physical activity policy will be evaluated and how
often it is due to be reviewed

There are many opportunities around physical activity that may be considered in the development of a
policy. Physical activity does not need to be limited to providing subsidized fitness memberships for
employees but may also include the following:
Flexible work arrangements for employees that would allow opportunities to be active outside of
work hours. This may include compressed work days, beginning the work day earlier or later,
altering lunch or the option to telework
Subsidized memberships for fitness facilities or recreational opportunities
Mandatory stretch breaks during meetings, restructuring meetings so that breaks are encouraged,
establishing opportunities for walking meetings, formalized breaks
Incentives for active transportation such as reduced cost for bus passes, mileage for staff that
choose to use active transportation for off-site meetings
Provision of interest-free loans for staff members that make a purchase that will increase physical
activity opportunities outside of the workplace such as fitness equipment or bicycles
Sponsor staff that engage in fundraising opportunities that include physical activity
Step 4: Review the policy with key parties
It is important for key parties to review the physical activity policy to provide feedback. Items under
review may include:
Management and staff members may want to review to ensure that the content and wording is
unbiased
Possible issues that may arise during the implementation phase of the policy for employees and
management
Training requirements for the responsibilities of staff and management as a result of the
implementation
Once all key stakeholders have had the opportunity to review the policy for clarity, objectivity and
content the policy will be ready for approval and implementation phases.
Step 5: Approve the policy
Follow your organization’s policy approval process ensuring that all key stakeholders have reviewed the
policy and all revisions have been finalized.
Step 6: Implement the policy
It is important for all employees, managers and key stakeholders to be aware of, and have access to, the
physical activity policy and other policies related to their roles19. The principles of the physical activity
policy should become integrated in how the organization does business. Use of bulletin boards,
newsletters, emails and intranet are great reminders for employees to understand the key concepts of a
15

physical activity policy. Managers and employees should have a solid understanding of the benefits of
physical activity and how an active lifestyle is beneficial to the employee and the organization. The
policy can be communicated by:
Employee handbooks
Policy and procedure manuals
Shared employee drives
Email
Information sessions
Team meetings
Policy training sessions
Ongoing communication methods such as: bulletin boards, newsletters, home pages,
performance reviews
Ideas on promoting a physical activity policy within the workplace
Get the word out. Use posters, email reminders, contests, intranet web page banners,
organizational newsletters and bulletin board updates to inform staff about the benefits of
physical activity and what a physical activity policy within the workplace will mean to them
Host an information session for employees and be prepared to answer questions that employees
may have on the physical activity policy
Launch the physical activity policy with some physical activity incentives. Water bottles, reflector
bands and/or pedometers are great additions for the employees who are just getting ready to be
active
Include information on the physical activity policy in employee orientation packages

Step 7 Review and evaluate the policy
A commitment to review and revise the policy on a timely basis should be included within the physical
activity policy. The physical activity policy, like any organizational policy, must be adaptable to changing
circumstances and needs. This may mean adding in more detail or eliminating certain stipulations as
necessary. The review cycle may vary; perhaps annually for the first few years post implementation with
no more than five years between reviews thereafter.
When reviewing the policy it should assess how well the physical activity policy works in practice.
Considerations for review may include19:
Has the policy been effectively implemented
Has management or staff provided feedback on the physical activity policy
Are employees feeling supported to be active in the workplace
What are the impacts associated with the physical activity policy at the workplace
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Step 8: Communicate changes to policy
If any significant updates to the physical activity policy occur, be sure to inform employees and other
staff members in a process similar to the policy roll-out. Making modifications to the policy based on
employee feedback will create buy-in from staff and make the policy more applicable to the individuals
and the organization.
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Appendix A - Sample policy
Physical Activity Policy for [Organization’s Name]
Date Policy Comes into Effect:
Next Policy Review Date:
Background and Rationale
[Your organization’s name] is committed to providing a healthy environment for employees within our
organization. We recognize that physical activity is essential for good health and contributes to positive
well-being. Physical inactivity in our community is associated with many chronic diseases including
cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes and some cancers.
The workplace is an important setting in which people can increase their levels of activity to benefit
their health and protect against illness.
The Public Health Agency of Canada states that work performance improves up to 15 per cent amongst
physically active people with employees reporting improved concentration, stamina, memory and
increased energy.
Employers who introduce physical activity policies in the workplace can experience the following
benefits:
Improved productivity
Decreased employee turnover
Lower absenteeism
Reduction in workplace injuries
Containment of the costs of benefit programs
Decreased short- and long-term disability
Improvement in employees’ health and morale
Creation of a corporate culture that values employee well-being
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Policy Scope and Location
All worksite and offices locations are represented by this policy. All current employees, temporary or
permanent, full-time or part-time, are covered under this policy without exception.
Policy Aim:
To increase workplace opportunities for physical activity for employees throughout the workday and to
create a supportive work environment that encourages employees to incorporate physical activity into
daily routines.
Objectives :
To remove barriers and enable staff to be active in and around work.
Policy Actions

Timeline for Implementation

Institute dress down days or casual dress code to
encourage active transportation

At the time of policy approval

Provide incentives to staff who walk or cycle to
meetings

At the time of policy approval

Provide access to safe, clean stairwells

At the time of policy approval

Provide secure bicycle racks

Within one year of policy approval

Provide job-sharing and/or telecommuting option
to employees

Within one year of policy approval

Provide flexible working hours to allow for
physical activity before, during and after work

Within one year of policy approval

Provide showering/changing facilities and lockers
on-site

Within two years of policy approval

Provide subsidies for child-care before and after
work hours to allow for additional physical
activity opportunities

Within one year of policy approval

Where possible, locate worksites in active
communities so employees are supported to use
public transit, cycle or walk to work

Within five years of policy approval
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To support employees in becoming more active in a variety of ways.
Policy Actions

Timeline for Implementation

Aim to reduce prolonged sitting by not meeting at At the time of policy approval
lunch, having breaks for meetings longer than
one hour and promoting walking to offices
instead of emailing colleagues
Encourage employee participation in car-pooling
or “Bike/Walk to Work” initiatives

At the time of policy approval

Map out walking/biking routes around the area
and post them with times and distances

Within three months of policy approval

Partner with local sports and leisure facilities to
provide discounted memberships to employees

Within one year of policy approval

Subsidize gym memberships, recreation passes,
and/or bus passes

Within one year of policy approval

Introduce an organizational benefits plan that
includes personal training, fitness assessment, or
joining a recreation centre program

Within three years of policy approval
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Policy Promotion
[Organization name] will promote this physical activity policy to employees through newsletters, bulletin
boards, the workplace website, email and/or other internal communication methods. [Organization
name] will further promote the importance of physical activity through organization-wide
events/challenges such as, but not limited to, a pedometer challenge, the commuter challenge and/or
workplace walking groups.
Policy, Review and Monitoring
1. This policy will be reviewed six months from implementation and then annually thereafter.
2. Management will ensure consultation with employees for feedback during the policy review
process and the policy will be circulated for final review prior to approval.
3. All employees will be made aware of this physical activity policy and related subsidies available.
This policy will be included in the employee handbook, explained during employee orientation
and will be available upon request.
Policy Approval Date (dd/mm/yyyy): ________________
Signature: ____________________________________

While this is one sample physical activity policy for an organization, it does not need to be as
comprehensive as the example above. Each workplace can tailor a policy to meet the needs of the
organization and its employees.
Considerations for individual workplaces are as follows:
Background and Rationale: This section can also include a return on investment, local statistics on
physical inactivity rates or a cost-benefit analysis. It should also include an explanation of how the policy
links to corporate mission statements/values of the organization.
Objectives: Objectives should be clear and SMART. The timelines provided in this sample policy are given
as examples only. Each organization can establish its own timeline based on available resources.
Scope and location: In some instances there may be a need to apply stipulations as to employee
eligibility (e.g. only full-time employees are eligible, etc.). Such stipulations/restrictions should be
aligned with organizational mandate and/or union standards. For example, only employees who have
successfully passed a probationary period are eligible for subsidies. If restrictions apply to a form or
practice outlined within the policy, be clear on expectations on what is eligible and ineligible.
Review and Monitoring: An evaluation of the physical activity policy during the first year prior to review
is helpful in determining strengths and weaknesses. This can be done through an online poll among
employees to gauge satisfaction with the policy and possible areas that may need to be re-examined in
the future.
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Appendix B - Reinforcing physical activity policies
with supportive workplace environments
A supportive workplace environment is part of a comprehensive workplace health promotion program
that will assist in changing the behaviour of employees. A supportive environment can increase the
amount of physical activity an employee may participate in while decreasing the amount of intervention,
personnel and financial resources by the organization. Supportive workplace environments place less
responsibility on individuals, thereby reducing barriers to reach employees.
Social and physical environments should be addressed as part of the workplace culture. If employees do
not perceive that the physical activity policy and the workplace support an active lifestyle with
movement throughout the workday, it is unlikely that the policy will receive buy-in from staff.
Resetting the Pace: Comprehensive strategies to promote walking in the workplace has additional
information on creating supportive work environments that support physical activity opportunities for
employees.
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Appendix C - Frequently asked questions
Are guidelines the same as policies?
Sometimes guidelines are confused with policies however, it is important to be able to distinguish one
from the other. Guidelines are often developed to simplify a set of processes with regard to an
established practice. For example, a guideline could provide employees with information that they may
choose to use to help make healthier lifestyle choices (e.g., “how to run a walking meeting”) yet there is
no explicit expectation that individual employees will follow the guidelines or face consequences if they
do not.
A policy on the other hand, outlines behaviours which are expected and/or required of all employees,
and it is not up to the employees’ discretion as to whether or not they will follow the policy.
Is a commitment statement the same as a policy?
A commitment statement demonstrates that the workplace cares about employee health. For example,
“our organization is committed to helping our employees to build walking into their workday”. Although
a commitment statement shows a positive intent, it is difficult for employees to determine how this
statement should affect their behaviour. For example, when can employees expect to be allowed to
walk and what is the definition of workplace walking?
A policy provides concrete operational details about what is expected of employers and employees.
Using the example of an active meeting policy, employees who are responsible for creating meeting
agendas know that they are expected to build in regular stretch breaks. A policy defines what workplace
walking is, it also defines when employees are allowed to be moving around.
Is having a policy the same as creating a supportive environment?
Supportive environments create a workplace that fosters good health. Within a supportive environment,
employees feel that the organization provides them with encouragement, opportunities, and rewards
for developing or maintaining a healthy lifestyle. However, unless these supports are mandated through
policy, they are at risk of being lost (i.e., workplace restructuring, budget constraints, workstation
reorganization etc.). Policies ensure that formal structures are in place to create change which is more
sustainable over time.
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Appendix D - Glossary
Accelerometer
Accelerometers are small electronic devices that are usually worn at the hip and record data related to
the acceleration of most types of movement people do. Acceleration is defined as the change in speed
with respect to time.
Active Living
Active living is a way of life that integrates physical activity into daily routines. The goal is to accumulate
at least 150 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous activity each week, accumulated in bouts of 10 minutes or
more. Individuals may do this in a variety of ways, such as walking or bicycling for transport, performing
fitness exercises, participating in sports (both organized and informal), playing in the park, working in
the garden, taking the stairs and using recreational facilities.
Active Transportation
Active transportation refers to any form of human-powered transportation – walking, cycling, using a
wheelchair, in-line skating or skateboarding. There are many ways to engage in active transportation,
whether it is walking to the bus stop, or cycling to school/work.
Body Mass Index (BMI)
Body Mass Index (BMI) is a simple index of weight-for-height that is commonly used to classify
underweight, overweight and obesity in adults. It is defined as the weight in kilograms divided by the
square of the height in metres (kg/m2). For example, an adult who weighs 70kg and whose height is
1.75m will have a BMI of 22.9.
The International Classification of adult underweight, overweight and obesity according to BMI
Classification BMI (kg/m2)
Underweight
<18.50
Normal range
18.50 - 24.99
Overweight
≥25.00
Obese
≥30.00
Brisk Walking
Brisk walking involves walking at moderate intensity (3.0 to 5.9 METs) – a pace of greater than 3.0
km/hr.
Built Environment
The built environment is part of a community’s physical surroundings and includes the buildings, parks,
schools, road systems, and other infrastructure that is encounter during activities in daily living. Street
design, bike lanes and sidewalks; housing types and neighbourhood design; patterns of development;
the provision of trees, parks, green space and recreational facilities; and the location of jobs, schools and
services are all important components of the built environment. The built environment can have a
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significant impact on human health because it can influence people's levels of physical activity; the
safety of travel; the quality of outdoor air; access to jobs and services; and opportunities for social
interaction and recreation.
Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines for Adults 18-64 Years
Physical activity guidelines provide advice on how much physical activity is generally recommended to
realize health benefits. The guidelines for adults suggest that those between the ages of 18-64 years
achieve the following:
Accumulate at least 150 minutes of moderate- to vigorous-intensity aerobic physical activity per
week, in bouts of 10 minutes or more
It is also beneficial to add muscle and bone strengthening activities using major muscle groups, at
least 2 days per week
More daily physical activity provides greater health benefits
Comprehensive Workplace Health Promotion
To achieve the greatest success in a change in employee behaviour, a comprehensive workplace health
promotion approach is recommended. Comprehensive Workplace Health Promotion is a process in
which the work environment protects and enhances the health of employees. For a comprehensive
program, it is important to consider four strategies of workplace health interventions:
Raising awareness about important health topics
Training to build skills to perform healthy behaviours
Motivating your employees to make healthy decisions by providing them with tools
Creating an environment that supports a healthy lifestyle through policies
Niagara Region Public Health is available to assist all workplaces in getting started with comprehensive
workplace health promotion initiatives by visiting the website at www.niagararegion.ca and using search
term “workplace health”.
Environmental Scan
An environmental scan is a situational assessment that identifies, analyzes and prioritizes what is
required of a program by looking at the problems and difficulties, as well as the assets and opportunities
of a community or organization.
Inactivity
An individual is classified as inactive when they perform insufficient amounts of moderate-to-vigorous
physical activity (i.e., not meeting specific physical activity guidelines).
Light Intensity Activity
Light intensity activity is characterized by a metabolic equivalent range from 1.6 to less than 3.0 METs.
Light intensity activities include domestic or occupational tasks such as washing dishes, cooking, eating,
standing and talking and slow walking (≤3 km/hr.). While light intensity activity is not considered part of
activities that contribute to meeting physical activity recommendations, it does have role to play in
reducing the amount of time spent in sedentary activities.
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Metabolic Equivalent of Task (MET)
Metabolic equivalent of task (MET) is defined as the ratio of the work metabolic rate to the resting
metabolic rate. One MET is defined as 1 kcal/kg/hour and is roughly equivalent to the energy cost of
sitting quietly. As activity increases so does the number of METs used.
Moderate Intensity Activity
Moderate intensity activity is characterized by a metabolic equivalent range from 3.0 to less than 6.0
METs. Moderate intensity activities include brisk walking (>3km/hr.), vacuuming, gardening, golfing.
Pedometer
A pedometer is a small, lightweight device that counts the number steps a person takes by measuring
the number times the hip moves up and down. Like an accelerometer, it is usually worn at the waist
attached to clothing or a belt. Some models have additional functions that calculate distance travelled
and calories burned.
PEST Analysis
A PEST analysis helps an organization consider what external influences are important and the extent to
which any changes are significant for its future. A PEST analysis stands for: Political, Environmental,
Social, Technological. Political factors can include policies relating to the industry. The economic factors
relate to changes in the wider economy such as economic growth. Social factors can include health
consciousness or age distribution. The technological factors relate to the application of new inventions
and ideas such as automation and/or technology within the workplace.
A PEST analysis is often linked with SWOT analysis; however, the two tools have different areas of focus.
PEST analysis looks at "big picture" factors that might influence a decision within the workplace. The
SWOT analysis explores these factors at a business and/or employee level. These tools complement one
another and are often used together.
Physical Activity
Physical activity is any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that result in energy expenditure
above resting level. This includes walking or cycling for transport, dance, traditional games and
pastimes, gardening and housework as well as sport or deliberate exercise.
Sedentary Behaviour
Sedentary behaviour is defined as any waking behaviour characterized by an energy expenditure of ≤1.5
metabolic equivalents of task (METs) while in a sitting or reclining posture.
SWOT Analysis
A SWOT analysis stands for: Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, Threat. A SWOT analysis guides an
individual or a workplace to identify the positives and negatives inside and outside the organization and
is useful in strategic planning and decision-making.
Vigorous Intensity Activity
Vigorous intensity activity is characterized by a metabolic equivalent ≥6.0 METs. Vigorous intensity
activities include running (>4 km/hr.), weight lifting, swimming, dancing, shoveling snow by hand.
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Appendix E - Policy development, promotion and
evaluation resource links
Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines for Adults Aged 18-64 Years An overview of physical activity
recommendations for adults to achieve health benefits. Other age categories for physical activity
guidelines are available by visiting the Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology.

Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines Plan to Get Active Every Day a free resource to assist employees to
incorporate physical activity into their busy schedule with log books that can be used to track progress.

Niagara Region Public Health Workplace Health Program can provide free consultation on physical
activity policy, individually discuss your workplace health needs and how to take advantage of our free
resources.

Ontario Workplace Health Coalition provides workplaces with a basic framework and an easy-to-follow
tool to implement their own workplace health programs.

Resetting the Pace. Comprehensive Strategies to Promote Walking in the Workplace. This free
downloadable resource also has a policy component to walking at work.

The Health Communication Unit: Comprehensive Workplace Health Promotion has a database of
information to provide workplace intermediaries with a high-quality, research-based, practical tool to
improve the health of individuals and organizations.

Workbook for Influencing Physical Activity Policy – A resource developed by the Physical Activity
Resource Centre for communities, schools or workplaces venturing to create a physical activity policy.
Workplaces can order this free downloadable resource or request a hard copy.
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