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The research on which this report is based was undertaken by Dr
Simon Williams, Principal Lecturer in the School of Applied Sciences,
University of Glamorgan and Maggie McCollum, a Masters student
at the University.

A copy of the full report of the research is available from the
Bevan Foundation.
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Active lLives:

Physical Activity in Disadvantaged
Communities

"The time has come for communities to become more committed and
creative in developing ways to help residents of all ages and ethnic
groups to increase their physical activity levels. Communities do not
need another study to tell them that the prevalence of inactivity has
reached epidemic levels across all subgroups of the population".

"From the public health perspective, environmental and policy
changes are needed to build environments in our schools,
communities, and workplaces that are more favorable to physical
activity and would maximize the likelihood that walking will be
maintained. People are easily discouraged if they do not have a safe,
accessible, convenient place in which to be active. In the quest fo
convince individuals to become more active and healthy,
communities need to do their part by creating more secure,
"walkable" environments".
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Andrea Kriska, PhD

Striving for a More Active Community
American Journal of Preventive Medicine (20
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Active Lives

1. WALES - 'AN INACTIVE
AND UNHEALTHY NATION’

In comparison to many other regions of the UK and Europe, the health of people in
Wales, particularly the south Wales valleys, is poor. Life expectancy in Wales is rising
but good health is not evenly distributed across the population. Average life
expectancy in some parts of Wales is five years less than in others and there are
marked differences between social groups.!

The 2001 Census revealed that whilst two-thirds (66%) of people in Wales considered
their health to be “good”, 12% of the population felt that their health was “not
good”. This figure is higher than the comparable figure for England (9%).2 Further
Census data revealed that in Wales, 5% of people in the age group 0-19 years
reported having a long-term limiting iliness. In the 20-59 year age group, this figure
rose to 17.9% and in the over 60's, the figure was 54.5%. Of the 22 unitary authoritfies
in Wales, Merthyr Tydfil, Blaenau Gwent, Rhondda Cynon Taff, Caerphilly, Neath Port
Talbot and Torfaen are ranked 1 to 6 (1 being the worst) with regard to the
proportion of their populations who are in “good health”. Approximately 15-20% of
people in these 6 unitary authorities report their health as being “not good”.3

The dramatic global increase in the number of people who are obese is now well
known - the World Health Organisation said that the public health implications of
increased obesity prevalence is 'staggering'.4 In the Welsh Health Survey (2003/04),5
54% of respondents were overweight or obese. Furthermore, the prevalence of child
and adolescent obesity in Wales is one of the highest in the world. In a comparison
of 34 countries, only the USA and Malta had a higher percentage of overweight or
obese young peopleé. Data from measured heights and weights of 11-14 year olds
in the South Wales valleys suggest the prevalence of overweight and obesity may
be as high as 23.7% and 8.3% respectively.”

These figures paint a picture of a nation whose health is relatively poor. A large
proportion of this ill-health is determined by unhealthy lifestyles - particularly poor
diet and physical inactivity. This level of ill-health and decreased life-expectancy is
unacceptable and points to long-term failings by people to adopt 'healthy lifestyles'
and to inadequate public health messages and services. All possible efforts should
be directed at dramatically improving the situation.

This report is based on research intfo ways of overcoming the barriers to physical
activity - and hence ways of promoting healthy lifestyles - especially in
disadvantaged communities in Wales. The research findings are set out in a full
report, which is available separately. Here, the focus is on the recommendations for
action.
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2. THE OVERWHELMING
EVIDENCE

The Benefits of Physical Activity

The observation that physical activity reduces the risk of cardiovascular disease - still
the leading cause of premature death and chronic ill-health - was first reported in
the 1950's.8 Countless other publications have since reported the inverse relationship
between physical activity and chronic ill-health. In recent years, increased emphasis
has been placed on physical activity as a major modifiable risk factor for several
chronic diseases including obesity, type 2 diabetes mellitus, hypertension,
cardiovascular disease, osteoporosis and cancer of the breast and colon. For these
disorders the evidence is strong, consistent and irrefutable.

What is physical activity?

* competitive and traditional sports such as rugby football, association football,
cricket, netball, hockey etc

e leisure-tfime pursuits such jogging, walking and hiking, gardening, recreational

swimming and cycling

spontaneous play

occupational and household chores

structured exercise such as using 'keep-fit' classes or gymnasia

opportunistic physical activity and active fravel

The epidemiological evidence suggests that physical activity has a dose-response
relationship with all-cause mortality, obesity, type 2 diabetes mellitus and coronary
heart disease. Weight-bearing physical activity also plays a key role in promoting the
normal growth and development of the healthy skeleton.

Physical activity is also very important with regard to the prevention and freatment
of overweight and obesity, which significantly increase the risk of type 2 diabetes
mellitus, cardiovascular disease, osteoarthritis, certain cancers, female reproductive
problems, depression and other forms of mental illness. Furthermore, regular aerobic
exercise without dietary intervention has been shown to reduce visceral obesity and
improve cardiovascular risk factors.?

How Much Physical Activity is Needed?

People who participate in more than 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical
activity (moderate intensity physical activity has been described as brisk walking)
most days of the week, or who have moderate to high levels of cardio-respiratory
fitness have significantly lower death rates from cardiovascular disease and all-
cause mortality than people who are sedentary or who are unfit. Whilst weight loss
is an important component of health promotion for overweight and/or obese
individuals, the benefits of physical activity can be acquired by the vast majority of
people, not just those who lose weight.

Physical activity is also important for preventing weight gain and, fogether with the
consumption of a lower calorie diet, is an important component of a weight loss
strategy. Any form of physical activity that results in a significant elevation in
metabolic rate is thought to confer benefit. Weight regain can be prevented by
the adoption of 80 to 90 minutes of moderate physical activity or 35 minutes of
more vigorous activity, for example jogging, each day.
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Physical Activity in Disadvantaged Communities

Active Lives

For an 'average' person, walking at 4 mph expends about 400 kilocalories per hour.
Thus, 5 hours of brisk walking accumulated over the course of one week can result
in an energy expenditure of 2000 kilocalories - a level that is associated with a
significant reduction in morbidity and mortality.!0

The quantity of daily physical activity required for health improvement can be
accumulated throughout the day. When multiple short-bouts of activity (e.g. 10-
minute bouts, 3 or 4 fimes per day) are compared to one bout of continuous
activity (e.g. 30 to 40 minute bout, once per day), the multiple activity programme
can result in greater total daily activity time and greater adherence.!! These
findings support potentially important public health messages that should be
included in physical activity promotion.
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3. THE STRATEGIC AGENDA

The World Health Organisation

The World Health Organisation (WHO) suggests that priority should be given to
conftrolling those risks that are well known, common, substantial and widespread
and for which effective and acceptable risk reduction strategies are available. The
WHO also suggests that individuals should be empowered and encouraged to
make positive life-enhancing health decisions for themselves on matters such as
tobacco use, alcohol consumption, unhealthy diet, unsafe sex and physical
inactivity.

The WHO Global Strategy recognises that different types and amounts of physical
activity are required for different health outcomes. However, it strongly recommends
that individuals engage in at least 30-minutes of regular, moderate-intensity
physical activity on most days and that this continues throughout life.

This WHO Strategy also puts forth the following three principles:

(1) Community-based strategies need to be based on the best available scientific
research and evidence;

(2) Priority should be given to activities that have a positive impact on the poorest
population groups and communities;

(3) Physical activity strategies should be culturally appropriate as physical activity
habits are often rooted in local and regional traditions.

The Welsh Assembly Government

The Welsh Assembly Government's Strategy for Sport and Physical Activity, Climbing
Higher, sets out a range of ambitions for sport and physical activity. This document
states:

"Wales will match the best global standards for levels of sport and physical
activity, defined for adults, as at least 5 x 30 minutes of moderate intensity
physical activity per week. To achieve this we need an annual increase in overall
adult physical activity levels of at least one percentage point per annum”.

Actions outlined by the Welsh Assembly Government to achieve these aims include:

* Changing the ways that people think and act, building physical activity back
into daily life

* Encouraging play as an essential component for healthy development

* Encouraging mass participation in sport and physical activity by supporting
activities that individuals and families can enjoy throughout life

* Ensuring that the acquisition of physical literacy is as important as the
development of literacy and numeracy skills

In support of these aims, the Welsh Assembly Government has made a substantial
financial investment into sport and physical activity that will amount to an increase
of 250% from 1999 to 2007/8.
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Active Lives

4. BARRIERS TO PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY

Over a period of several months, key individuals involved in the development of
physical activity policy, and its implementation, took part in discussions about the
current 'state of play' in Wales. These individuals were drawn from academia, the
National Public Health Service, local authorities and the Counftryside Council for
Wales. Discussions also took place with various focus groups that were presenting
the views of various 'disadvantaged' groups in the communities of Caerphilly,
Merthyr Tydfil and Torfaen.

The following sections present recommendations as to how some of the barriers that
people identified can be overcome. It is hoped that these recommendations will
form the basis for further consideration about how more people in Wales can be
encouraged into a physically active lifestyle.

Many people feel that physical activity relates only to sport and exercise and do not
appreciate that everyday activity can also be classed as physical activity. However,
most people have some awareness of the positive health benefits of physical
activity. Therefore, there must be other reasons why individuals, particularly those
from disadvantaged communities or groups, are sfill failing fo meet this basic
requirement of physical activity.

The key to helping more individuals and communities to undertake at least the
minimum amount of regular physical activity is a combination of:

Raising awareness of the barriers to involvement

Exploring perceptions & assumptions about physical activity
Creating a range of opportunities for participation and interaction
Encouraging personal responsibility for lifestyle choices

A discussion of barriers to physical activity can be found in the full report of the
research, along with details of the views and experiences of those we interviewed.
This report covers only the main barriers identified by the people we interviewed
and presents only the recommendations for action.
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Setting the context for physical activity
- The environment, active recreation and anti-social behaviour

1. Making more of the natural environment

Many of the groups and interviewees involved in this project recognised that the
natural environment of Wales offers huge opportunities for informal recreation and
physical activity. This resource, and the opportunity it presents for walking in
particular, tends to be under-recognised by the public and some health
professionals. More needs to be done to make effective links between those who
maintain and promote this resource and those who wish to increase physical activity
in their client groups. Positive, early-life experiences of the outdoor, natural
environment influences physical activity behaviour. Children and young people
should be provided with the greatest possible opportunity to experience the
countryside as part of the National Curriculum, in line with Countryside Council for
Wales and Welsh Local Government Association objectives!2. Support mechanisms
to alleviate fears of prosecution should be established to help schools meet this
objective.

2. Identify an active recreation

As a nation Wales has a healthy obsession with traditional team sports. Unlike
countries such as Finland, we do not have a national form of active recreation.
Wales should consider adopting its own form of active recreation - for example
orienteering - and this activity should become an important aspect of school life for
all children. The Welsh Assembly Government should play a lead role in promoting,
marketing and funding such a venture. Climbing Higher calls for "all children in
Wales to have experienced an outdoor adventure activity before the age of 12 and
a further experience before the age of 16", If we truly value physical activity in the
outdoors, and see school as an important place in which to lay the foundations of
future physical activity behaviour, then we need to be a great deal more
aspirational and expect that children regularly experience an outdoor adventure.

3. Tackle anti-social behaviour

The assumption that certain crimes and anti-social behaviours (e.g. joy-riding and
large street gatherings) negatively impact on some modes of community physical
activity (e.g. walking the neighbourhood and cycling) is probably a correct one,
unless definitive evidence becomes available to the contrary. Greater efforts need
to be made to eradicate or minimise this kind of behaviour if people are to be
successfully encouraged to walk in the countryside and/or their neighbourhood. This
is particularly relevant in the countryside, parks and open spaces as they provide an
opportunity for several kinds of physical activity and active recreation. The Climbing
Higher targets should be reviewed in this context and state that people will have
access to safe natural environments, parks and footpaths that are free from crime
and anti-social behaviour.

“"When we went line dancing the other night, people were kicking the doors
and shouting. It would frighten you if you were on your own”.
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Active Lives

Taking the initiative for physical activity
- Behaviour change, GP involvement, targeted opportunities, support mechanisms
and marketing

Many people do not see physical activity as something that is of importance in their
lives. They may have other more pressing issues and do not fully appreciate the
positive benefits activity can have on health. Also, they may not have the support
needed to encourage them to be active, to enter different arenas and to
experience different situations. Those reporting low levels of social support from
either family or friends are far more likely to be insufficiently active.

4. Befter, more effective marketing

More targeted research needs to be undertaken to determine the most effective
and appropriate ways of marketing and promoting physical activity, particularly
with respect to 'hard-to-reach’ populations. Physical activity needs to be considered
and continued as a brand with a clear high level architecture and operational plan.
Physical activity needs to be marketed through a modern, effective, on-going and
unequivocal campaign with the same intensity as anti-smoking and sexual health
(HIV-AIDS) campaigns. Positive images of physical activity should be regularly
broadcast during times of maximal physical inactivity.

5. Promote walking as an activity for young people

The perception of walking and walking associations as catering only for the elderly
needs to be challenged. Youth groups and their leaders should be encouraged to
form walking groups through incentivised schemes. Young people, aged 16-18
years, should be trained fo lead walks and be given 'academic credit' for their
achievement. This could be linked with existing academic programmes such as 'A’
level or BTEC courses and could provide additional university entrance points. This
would also support the development of more environmentally and socially aware
young people and facilitate the growth of walking schemes that frequently suffer
from a lack of trained leaders.

6. Focus on behaviour change

Providing educational messages to enhance knowledge has a weak influence on
behaviour when it is not supported by complementary information about how to
change behaviour. Thus, more needs to be done to promote a greater
understanding of behaviour change and its complexities in collaboration with
partners specialising in change management or applied psychology. This is certainly
frue with regard to the general public and may also be relevant to some health
professionals. Past attempts to increase physical activity have relied upon messages
about the importance of physical activity from a health perspective. Very little
attention has been given to actually helping people overcome barriers.

“It's not until it hits that you realise the way you should have lived. With today's
information and medical improvements people should have no reason not to be
active; everyone should know how important it is.”
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The Centers for Disease Confrol and Prevention in the United States have addressed
this issue in the form of practical suggestions for overcoming physical activity
barriers.13 This guidance is further supported by an internet-based quiz that can help
people identify the types of physical activity barriers that are undermining their
ability to make regular physical activity an integral part of their lives. For example, to
help people try and overcome a perceived lack of time and lack of motivation, it is
suggested that individuals attempt to identify weekly time slots when physical
activity would be possible and to plan ahead for these times. To help people
overcome the problem of inadequate childcare the guidance suggests trading
childcare with other family members or friends.

7. Greater involvement of Primary Health Care

The significance of physical activity promotion by a primary health care provider is
well recognised. More should be done to engage the support and involvement of
GP's who should discuss with their patients the benefits of physical activity as well as
making them aware of exercise referral and walking schemes. GP's and practice
nurses are often the most influential health professionals and lack of
interest/participation on their part is a major obstacle. This is in accordance with
recent recommendations from The National Institute for Health and Clinical
Excellence that also recommends referral to an exercise specialist as this increases
long-term compliance. Lack of involvement by some GP's is in direct contrast to
the situation in Finland, where, as part of the national diabetes prevention
programme, GP's are encouraged to discuss physical activity with their patients
through the use of a structured interview.

8. Provide opportunities for physical activity for certain groups

Certain groups, for example people with obesity and/or mental iliness, face the
additional personal barriers of poor body image and feelings of vulnerability.
Consideration should be given to the provision of specific and exclusive physical
activity opportunities for these individuals.

“I think people know about the need for exercise but a lot of people are scared
what they look like in the gym, if's a big thing. | was very self conscious, that's why
this gym is great. | wouldn't go over into the other one because they seem
healthier and slimmer and | would be slightly more intimidated there.”

9. Provide childcare

To overcome the barriers of lack of fime and inadequate childcare, more should be
done fo help some parents, guardians and carers organise their daily schedule i.e.
forward planning fo incorporate some form of physical activity. The provision of
quality childcare at leisure centres and swimming pools should be considered a
worthwhile investment.
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Active Lives

Shaping the development of physical activity

- Task force leadership & co-ordination, exercise professionals development and
long term funding arrangements

There are many benefits from cross-cutting physical activity policy as it should
provide a mechanism to bring tfogether various initiatives, share evidence-based
practice and explore potential project work, whilst limiting the possibility of
duplication. Cross-cutting policy is about recognising that population physical
activity can be affected by the policies of many local authority departments and
community organisations.

10. Create community health exercise professionals

More should be done to enhance the professional standing of exercise professionals
who now have considerable responsibility within the provision of exercise in the
community. With regard to exercise referral and the promotion of physical activity in
general, some health professionals reported a poor response and a lack of co-
operation and interest in general on the part of some GP's. There is deep concern
and scepticism about the quality and level of the fraining across all levels -
instructors, managers, health promotion specialists, academics, GP's.

The involvement of SkillsActive and the establishment of the Register of Exercise
Professionals may partly address this concern but this is unclear at the moment.
Short-term training and a poorly understood qualification structure that is overly
bureaucratic will hinder the development and acceptance of 'community clinical
exercise programmes' in the 21st Century. The recently published Welsh Assembly
Government guidance - Exercise Referral, A Guide to Developing High Quality
Schemes - has failed to acknowledge that there are hundreds of sport and exercise
science/studies students graduating in Wales every year. These graduates represent
a valuable resource and should become the leaders of community physical activity
programmes, not just exercise referral schemes. It seems nonsensical that these
graduates are expected to undertake additional, short training courses after
completion of a 3-year degree programme. It also adds a significant financial cost
to local authorities.
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A discussion between the National Public Health Service, Local Health Boards, Welsh
Higher Education Institutions and GP's should be undertaken with the aim of bringing
into line some university degree programmes so that students graduate with all of
the necessary skills to operate and manage community physical activity
programmes. This should include using peripatetic exercise professionals to conduct
more extensive physical activity interviews within primary care. As examples, these
programmes should include cardiac rehabilitation, child and adult obesity
freatment/prevention, mental health, marketing and promotion of physical activity,
models of behaviour change, skills tfraining for the organisation and promotion of
walking schemes etc. This process would ensure the confinual availability of highly-
frained exercise professionals who specialise in community health. In the medium to
longer-term, as more of these graduates entered the workforce it would change the
image and perception of local authority facilities from one of 'sports centre' to one
of 'community health and welliness centre'. These Cenftres could become the hub of
all community physical activity programmes and advice.

11. Increase the number of trained exercise professionals

If the promotion of physical activity is successful and more people become more
active this will increase the need for appropriately trained exercise professionals.
These may be trained to work in rehabilitation, exercise referral or simply as walk
leaders. Sufficient funding needs to be made available to meet this demand and to
ensure the long-term future of community physical activity initiatives. The Walking
the Way to Health Initiative has highlighted the benefit of trained walk leaders whilst
at the same time shown that there is a shortage of such people. Furthermore,
participation rates on these schemes increases as the number of available walks
and walk leaders increase and a wider range of partners become involved. Walking
is an excellent activity through which social networks can be developed and social
support seems to be a key factor in the success of walking schemes. New sources of
potential walk-leaders (e.g. unemployed young men) need to be identified, and
incentives for these people (e.g. college/university places) and for new walking
groups should be considered. As a supplement to Dragon Sport, University and
College Sports and Exercise Science students should be used as a valuable resource
to support and implement community physical activity programmes before they
finish their degree courses. At the moment, in order to finance their studies, many of
these students are often forced into accepting low-paid jobs that are of no
relevance to the academic studies - shelf-stacking in supermarkets, bar-work etc.
The Welsh Assembly Government should fund local authorities to employ these
students as part-time, exercise leaders who could fulfil several different functions e.g.
leaders of community walks and children's after-school activities. University co-
ordinators would ensure that they are appropriately frained and screened (i.e. CRB
checked).

12. Long term funding

Very serious consideration needs to be given to the future funding arrangements for
physical activity. Such funding could also consider the planned maintenance of
assets. The importance of physical activity as a health promoting behaviour with the
potential fo reduce the personal, social and economic burden of chronic ill-health
has been acknowledged. Sufficient long-term financial resources should now be
allocated to physical activity to provide the best possible opportunity for a cultural
change in physical activity behaviour. One consideration could be establishing
Sport and Leisure provision as a statutory as opposed to discretionary service.
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Active Lives

13. Establish “Wales Active” - a Physical Activity Task Force

A critical change that should be expedited as soon as possible is the establishment
of a 'Physical Activity Task Force' for Wales. Frequently, community health and
exercise professionals claim that there is a lack of leadership and guidance with
regard to physical activity. Wales needs a co-ordinated response based upon the
best available evidence and the optimal use of resources. The establishment of this
Task Force would place the responsibility for increasing physical activity in the hands
of an expert panel. This Task force should advocate physical activity and consist of
key, multidisciplinary personnel from national and local government, the National
Public Health Service, Sports Council, academia and voluntary groups. The role of
the Task Force will be to increase the physical activity of the population of Wales -
and it should be judged against this outcome. Its functions would be to:

¢ Disseminate, through regular conferences, meetings and publications, the best
available evidence for the promotion and implementation of physical activity.

e Commission new research, where and when this required.

e Review and evaluate new proposals for physical activity research and
recommend funding when appropriate.

e Ensure that there is a co-ordinated and systematic approach to increasing
physical activity so that multiple small projects become larger projects that can
be thoroughly and appropriately evaluated.

e Provide an immediate access point for help, information, advice and education
about physical activity for both the public and other health and exercise
professionals. As part of this they should construct and manage a website for
both exercise professionals and the public that houses a 'toolkit' for increasing
physical activity.

¢ Recommend the allocation of new resources to promising new schemes and
ideas when they are needed.

e Work closely with SkillsActive on the process of the training of
exercise professionals.

e Ensure that there is routine screening at a micro-demographic level that is
detailed enough to frack changes in the population.
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5. CONCLUSION

The health, social and economic benefits of a physically active society are well
known and widely accepted. Many people enjoy these health benefits and also
the thrill and friendship of regularly participating in sporfs and exercise. However,
despite the widely held view that activity is "good for you", there remain far too
many people who fail to realise even the minimum recommended amount of daily
physical activity. For a variety of reasons, individuals from 'disadvantaged'
communities and groups are over-represented in this gathering of sedentary
lifestyles.

Results from several notable studies have shown conclusively that regular,
moderate-intensity exercise such as walking is much more likely to be maintained
over the years by people of different social and economic groups. At least 30-
minutes of brisk walking, on at least 5-days per week, is a level of activity that
everyone should aim to achieve. To support this aim, the relevant authorities in
Wales should do all in their power to facilitate this and several recommendations
have been outlined. Furthermore, Wales should invest heavily in building an
infrastructure of exercise facilities and services that are world class and assist people
fo pursue a wide variety of physical activities.
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