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PHYSICAL
INACTIVITY:
A TICKING
TIMEBOMB
IN THE EU

Europeans’ activity levels could increase through biking to and from work. [Shutterstock]
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wider policy
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activity and sport, following up on

While the economic benefits
of physical activity are widely
documented, policymakers still
struggle to translate scientific
evidence into policy, health
experts say.
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The 2014 survey found that the
number of people reporting that they
never exercise or play sport increased
by three percentage points from the
2009 survey (from 39% to 42%).
Though 48% engage in other
non-sport-related reasons, such as
cycling from one place to another,
gardening or dancing at least once a
week, 30% said they never engage in
this kind of activity at all.
About two-thirds of respondents
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MEP McGuinness: There’s no clear

as

cardiovascular

diseases,

more than 8.5 hours each day.

World Health Organisation (WHO).
Thirty to 70% of EU citizens are
currently overweight, while 10-30%
are

considered

obese,

according

to the WHO, which warned against

“I think physical inactivity is the

an obesity crisis in Europe over the

biggest public health problem of

coming decades.

the 21st century,” said Steven Blair,

To counter the “epidemic”, the

Exercise Science and Epidemiology

of moderate physical activity each

and Biostatistics at the University of

week. This, it argues, would reduce

South Carolina.

recommends

150

the risk of ischaemic heart disease

“We

continue

to

see

that

by approximately 30%, the risk of

inactivity and low fitness are major

diabetes by 27%, and the risk of breast

determinants of health outcomes,”

and colon cancer by 21–25%.

Blair said, drawing his conclusions

However, Europeans are much
A

Eurobarometer

from countless scientific articles on
physical activity, physical fitness, and

less active than that.

ht t p ://www.euractiv.co m /s e c ti o ns /
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professor in the departments of

minutes

WHO

With the support of

Biggest health issue of the 21st
century

survey

health outcomes.

published last year looked at how
much EU citizens engage in physical
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first time introduced a “comprehensive

be considered in all policies,” said Nina

“Low fitness is at least as strong

initiative” on sport at EU level, in line

Renshaw, Secretary General of the NGO

a predictor of mortality as any of the

with the new requirements set out by

European Public Health Alliance (EPHA).

other risk factors, including smoking and

the Lisbon Treaty.

obesity,” he warned.
And

the

With

consequences

can

“That means looking at how other

those

initiatives,

the

relevant

policies

could

encourage

be

Commission wanted to enhance public

activity in our daily lives,” Renshaw told

substantial, Blair emphasised, weighing

health through physical activity and

EurActiv.

heavily on public finances as more people

emphasise the role of sport in education,

She mentioned transport policy and

line up for medical treatment. In 2013, the

volunteer activities, social inclusion and

regional funding as the most obvious

European Centre for International Political

in the fight against racism.

areas where the EU could take further

Economy (ECIPE) published a policy

The benefits of physical activity

document stating that governments are

were later also recognised at ministerial

not wholeheartedly engaging in effective

level,

adopted

“EU policies have the opposite effect

measures to curb obesity.

recommendations on health-enhancing

and still encourage car-centric planning,

when

the

Council

action, by encouraging active travel,
including walking and biking.

“On current trends, and if no

physical activity (HEPA) in 2013. The

especially in regional policy. But also, for

changes are made to the healthcare

recommendations aimed to encourage

example, the EU allows subsidies and

coverage, governments in Europe will

further

diverse

tax breaks for company cars and fossil

soon be facing rapidly increasing costs

sectors that have a role to play in this

fuels – especially diesel - which damages

related to the treatment of illnesses

field – ranging from education to urban

our health even further,” Renshaw said.

and health problems associated with

planning and the work environment.

obesity,” the ECIPE said.
But the benefits of physical activity
go beyond avoided healthcare costs.
The

European

Commission

has

established a link between physical

cooperation

among

The health benefits of taking up

In order to encourage people to

cycling are similar to those of giving up

engage more in sport and physical

smoking and save health services €1,300

activity, the Commission also plans to

per person per year. If all Londoners

launch a European Week of Sport, in

exercised 20 minutes per day, there

September 2015.

would be a 12% reduction in heart

activity and improved labour markets,
saying young people can improve their

disease and a fall of over 20% in some

Too much focus on sport

types of cancer, EPHA said.

professional and personal skills through

“The EU impact assessment process

sport. These include values such as

But despite these initiatives, health

is very weak on valuing health benefits

campaigners believe European citizens

in other policy areas. Health barely

leadership, the Commission argues,

are

factors in transport policy or spending

noting these are qualities that help

exercise.

teamwork,

discipline,

creativity

and

not

encouraged

to

decisions,” said Renshaw, adding that
approach

she does not expect the new impact

The benefits of physical activity were

to physical activity is too narrowly

assessment as part of the Commission’s

earlier recognised in a Commission white

focused on promoting sport, whereas

‘Better

paper, published in 2007, which for the

protecting and improving health should

improve the issue.

enhance young people’s employability.

“The

sufficiently

Commission’s

INTERVIEW

Navracsics:
‘Lack of physical
activity can cost
over €31bn per
year’

Regulation’

agenda

would

Lack of exercise can burden
economies and health systems, with
recent projections suggesting the
costs for the European Union as a
whole could amount to 31 billion
euros per year, according to Tibor
Navracsics.
Tibor

Navracsics

is

European

Commissioner in charge of Education,
Culture, Youth and Sport. He answered to
EurActiv’s questions in writing.
Tibor Navracsics [European Commission]

Continued on Page 3
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early development and stimulate the

show that sport is fun and make it part

What are the consequences of being

working of the brain during childhood as

of people’s lives in order to get them to

physically inactive for the individual, and

well as in adulthood. Studies have also

take up activities on a regular basis.

for society at large?

shown that physically active children
attain better results at school.

To promote physical activity and
sports to the wider European public, we

We know that remaining physically

So, I would say that we need

are organising the first ever European

active throughout our lives is essential

sufficient and regular exercise to make

Week of Sport this year. Hundreds of

in staying healthy and well. Physical

sure our not only our bodies but also our

events will take place across the EU in

inactivity is the fourth most important

minds work in the best possible ways.

September, and the idea is to get as

risk factor for mortality around the

many people as possible interested in

world. It is a contributing factor to

Are there any warning signs? How can

sport and to encourage them to take

around 6% of deaths globally, and is

individuals know they are not sufficiently

up physical activities, regardless of age,

estimated to be the main cause for a

active?

fitness level or social background.

number of cancers, diabetes and heart
disease.

Each day of the week, we have
Each person is of course different,

chosen to focus on a different setting

A lack of exercise is also linked

but we know that regular physical

for doing sports. One day, for example,

to obesity, being both a cause and

activity benefits everyone. That’s why

we will look at how to promote sports in

consequence of this condition. Regular

it is so important to encourage people

schools and education establishments,

exercise

can

to do sports and exercise regularly.

while another day will focus on sports

help prevent the risk of developing

on

the

other

hand

The World Health Organization has

at the workplace, outdoors as well as in

cardiovascular disease, hypertension,

published recommendations on the

sport clubs and fitness centres. We hope

diabetes and certain forms of cancer. It

minimum amount of exercise for adults

that each of these days can give people

can also help older people stay agile and

and children in order to help them

new ideas on how to become more

independent for longer parts of their

improve their general wellbeing and

active and improve their general fitness

lives.

avoid certain diseases.

– not just during the Week of Sport, but

More generally, a society where

According

to

these

all year round.

people are not active enough can

recommendations,

burden economies and health systems.

teenagers should do at least one hour of

How can workplace policies help

Physically inactive people cause higher

moderate to intense exercise a day. This

people exercise? Should physical activity

medical costs, tend to be absent from

can be part of their playtime, physical

be incentivised in the workplace?

work more often and less productive.

education

in

children

school,

family

and

sports

As an example, estimates show

activities or hobbies and recreation.

At the Commission, we believe

that physical inactivity has a societal

For adults, at least 2.5 hours a week of

that for a healthy organisation we

economic impact of £7bn per year in the

moderate exercise are recommended.

need healthy people. We know that it’s

UK alone. Recently, similar projections
made for the EU showed that the lack of

important to get our staff to be more
In terms of awareness-raising, are

physical activity can cost over €31bn per

different

year.

better targeted to specific segments of the

channels

of

communication

population?

Extensive

research,

as

well

to get involved in a range of activities
outside working hours.
My

colleague,

Vice-President

Kristalina Georgieva, recently launched

Do you see a link between physical
inactivity and mental health?

active, and we are encouraging them

In today’s world, how physically

the fit@work campaign, which brings

active people are is usually strongly

together existing and new initiatives

as

influenced by the nature of their work,

to promote exercise, encouraging a

common anecdotal evidence show that

their financial income and factors like

healthier working environment and

physical activity has positive effects on

age and gender. For example, we know

supporting staff in developing a better

our mental health. It can help reduce

that older people are in general less

work-life balance. Sport is an essential

our reactions to stress, anxiety or

active, and that on average women do

part of this campaign, but we are

depression, and even delay the effects

less physical exercise than men.

also looking more broadly at what

of Alzheimer’s disease.

Such differences make it clear

But it’s not only about prevention.

that we cannot promote a healthy and

We know that exercise and regular

physically active lifestyle in the same way

physical activity are crucial for children’s

for everyone. We need to find ways to

contributes to employees’ well-being.
As part of these activities, the
Continued on Page 4
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Commission is, organising the Schuman

the Commission has become a part of

physical education in schools. These can

Trophy football tournament, and the

the debate of how to encourage young

play a vital role in getting young people

20 KM of Brussels. These are events

people in particular to become more

take up healthier habits and reach

that take place under the patronage of

active. In 2013, the Council adopted

the recommended levels of exercise.

the Commission, but also attract many

a Recommendation, in which it asked

We are also supporting projects to

people who work in the Commission as

member states and the Commission

promote physical activity around Europe

participants. This benefits not only the

to develop new actions to promote

through the sports part of the Erasmus+

general well-being at the workplace, but

physical activity in different sectors.

programme.

also strengthens the team spirit of the

At the Commission, we are now

Another important project I already

working closely with the member states

mentioned is the European Week of

and other stakeholders, including the

Sport. We have joined forces with 31

The European Union does not have

World Health Organization, on how we

countries and close to 30 European

much competence in the area of public

can promote healthier and physically

partner organisations to make this

health. Yet physical inactivity has long been

active lifestyles through different policy

happen. Just a few days ago, we

recognised as a health determinant by

areas like sport, health, education,

appointed the first four Ambassadors to

the Commission. How does that translate

environment and transport.

promote the event. I am very glad that

organisation.

in practice when it comes to existing

Since 2014, when the Commission

we will work with football icons Steven

programmes or actual legislation? What

gained competence in the field of sport

Gerrard and Clarence Seedorf, Olympic

are the forthcoming initiatives in this area?

for the first time, we have also made

medalist skeet shooter Danka Barteková

encouraging physical activity a priority

and four times Paralympic gold medalist

policy area. We are now working with

Marie Bochet, who will help us to get the

experts from member states to draw

word out that sport can bring people

competence. In recent years however,

up

together in a fun way.

Employees told
to get up and
exercise at work

day, according to a Eurobarometer survey

from the European People’s Party (EPP),

from 2014. This is five percentage points

pointed to the fact that in today’s busy

more compared with 2002. And more

world, stress and anxiety levels can be

than 10% sit for more than 8.5 hours.

high.

A growing number of European
companies are trying to create a
healthier work environment for their
employees, by encouraging them to
get out of their chairs during work
hours.
As sedentary lifestyles become the

What people are less aware of,

including improvements in depressed

norm, investing in employees’ health

he said, is that prolonged periods of

mood, anxiety and stress, and self-

can prove beneficial in the long run, the

physical inactivity also increase the risk of

esteem,” she said.

reasoning goes.

developing mental illness, such as stress

The promotion of physical activity
and

education

remains

a

national

recommendations

Steven

Blair,

encouraging

professor

in

the

“Mental

illness

is

socially

departments of Exercise Science and

debilitating and associated with suicide

Epidemiology and Biostatistics at the

attempts, drug and alcohol abuse and

University of South Carolina, told EurActiv

homelessness,” said McGuinness, who

that while most people are aware of the

co-chairs the MEP Heart Group in the

importance of regular physical activity,

European Parliament.

many are still not active enough.

“Research

clearly

indicates

a

positive association between exercise

Mental illness

and

psychological

health.

Physical

activity promotes emotional well-being,

The

World

Health

Organisation

and depression.

But while the importance of exercise
and sport has received a lot of attention

(WHO) recommends taking 150 minutes

“Regular physical activity appears

from policymakers, she points out there

week of moderate intensity physical

to reduce the risk of mental health

is no clear policy response to physical

activity per week. But this target seems

disorders such as depression, and it also

inactivity as such, saying the matter cuts

like wishful thinking for many Europeans,

is an effective treatment for depression.

across a number of policy areas from

whose normal day involves driving to and

We also now have some evidence that an

education to health to workplace to

from work and sitting in front of a desk.

active lifestyle appears to reduce the risk

environment.

About two-thirds of Europeans spend
between 2.5 and 8.5 hours sitting each

of dementia as we age,” Blair said.
Mairead McGuinness, an Irish MEP

Continued on Page 5
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Employers step up health
initiatives

5

“workday activity” programme launched

general health checkup, where their

in 2013, aimed at increasing physical

general levels of fitness and Body Mass

activity among staff. The campaign

Index (BMI) are measured. The bank

started with a basic examination of the

then gives tailored advice on employees

realised

physical condition of employees and

on things like diet, physical activity, sleep

the importance of exercise and have

now more than 1,500 employees have

or how to quit smoking.

taken steps to improve their employees’

enrolled.

Some

companies

have

wellbeing. Not only for the benefit of the

“The

fact

that

we

have

been

conditions

result-oriented when it comes to our

workers’ health, but also because it can

at Satakunta Hospital are visible at the

employees’ mental and physical well-

give them better financial results in the

bottom line.

being has been a good investment for

long run.

The

improved

health

Sickness absenteeism was reduced

us,” John Christiansen, the bank’s CEO,

In April this year, the European

by 9.1% between 2013 and 2014

Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-

(equivalent to a saving of almost €1.5

OSHA) paid tribute to over one hundred

million) and the hospital’s fitness-for-

among employees has been halved;

European companies that have made an

work planning produced net savings,

workers’ fitness has improved with the

effort to combat stress in the workplace.

for 2013 alone, of over €1 million.

number of obese falling more than 20%.

said in a statement.
In

six

years,

sickness

absence

One of the companies was Schuberg

Meanwhile, there was a decline in the

Meanwhile, 93% of the employees say

Philis, an ICT company in the Netherlands,

number of accidents at work (by as

they are ‘happy’ or ‘very happy’ to be

which received an award for devoting

much as 25% annually).

working at the bank.

attention to both the physical and mental

A

study

carried

health of employees. Employees have

employees

access to a certified in-house therapist

satisfaction also improved.

showed

out
that

among

“We are more involved in our

work

employees’ health than what is normal,
but we do it to help and the employees

and a physiotherapist, and participation
in

sports

activities

is

particularly

are allowed to reject our proposals,”

Going the extra mile

Keld Thornæs, assistant director at the

encouraged together with healthy eating.

bank, told Finansforbundet.
won

“My job is to make profit for

employees has meant that the company’s

recognition is the Danish Lån & Spar

the shareholders and in doing this,

sickness rate in 2013 was 0.9%, an

Bank, which received an award for a

the employees become the biggest

extremely low rate in the ICT sector. This

its ‘bank in movement’ programme, an

resource. Therefore, they need to be in

is saving Schuberg Philis €229,000 in

initiative which goes the extra mile when

the best shape. I know it sounds cynical

absenteeism costs per year.

it comes to safeguarding employees’

to put it this way, but as long as this is at

health.

a voluntary basis, I don’t see a problem

The

focus

Satakunta

on

health

Hospital

in

among

Finland

was commended by EU-OSHA for its

Another

Employees

company

first

go

that

through

a

with it,” he said.

Stress at work. [Shutterstock]
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Physical inactivity
costs estimated
at €80bn per year
EU member states spend on average
€80.4 billion each year in treatment
of diseases caused by lack of
exercise, according to a new report
unveiled in Brussels on Wednesday
(17 June).
The study on The Economic Cost

Medical experts recommend twenty minutes of physical activity per day to avoid fatal and debiliating diseases.
(Shutterstock)

of Physical Inactivity in Europe found
that European health spending, while
already high today, will rise to even

“It’s interesting that the young are

so member states themselves will have

higher levels in the future if Europeans

even worse than the older ones. Of

to follow up. Through our network, the

do not exercise more.

course, the guidelines are also tougher

Commission is trying to convey this
message to the educational sector.”

Diseases linked to a lack of physical

for young people. But if you don’t start

activity include coronary heart disease,

early, the chances are that you are

type 2 diabetes and different cancers,

going to be even more inactive and then

represents

which cause an estimated 500,000

you’ll have more health problems,” she

Party (EPP) and a Founding Executive

deaths each year.

continued.

Chairman of the Irish Institute of Sport,

The extra costs, estimated at €80.4

ISCA

President

Mogens

Seán Kelly, an Irish MEP who
the

European

People’s

Kirkeby

said he believes that now things are

billion each year, could be avoided

said that politicians now have a moral,

actually ‘moving’ and changing both at

altogether if all Europeans exercised for

ethical and financial obligation to make

EU and at national level when it comes

20 minutes per day on average. But even

changes happen.

to physical activity. He said physical

if this recommendation was not fully

“Many sectors have to focus on this

met, important health benefits would

challenge to come up with solutions. In

still be assured, and substantial savings

this case, collaboration and intervention

could still be made, the report found.

will

The study was performed by the

create

a

better

and

stronger

outreach and impact results,” he said.

Centre for Economics and Business
Research (CEBR) for the International
Sport and Culture Association (ISCA).

activity affects everybody economically,
socially and culturally.
“Physical activity lowers costs for
treatments, but it also prevents diseases,
improves your mental health, and gives
you a better quality of life. It gives us

Moving on in the educational
sector

economic, social and cultural benefits.
It’s a medicine in itself,” he said.
Kelly agreed with Mendes that

Physical inactivity ‘crisis’

Antonio Silva Mendes, Director of
the Commission’s Youth and Sports

the education sector had the biggest
potential to make a difference.

Speaking at the launch of the report

Policies, said that in 2013, the executive

“At primary school level, there is

in Brussels, Vicky Pryce, its lead author,

recognised the importance of physical

not a sufficient activity level. In my

who served as joint head of the British

activity and sport.

country, Ireland, it is estimated that

government’s Economic Service in 2007-

“We don’t need a clear message

only 19% meet the physical activity

2010, said that the point of the report

or political commitment to say what

recommendations. One in four is unfit

was to highlight the “physical inactivity

we have to do. We already have the

or obese and has high blood pressure,”

crisis” and its economic costs.

framework, so now we have to do things

Kelly said.

“One

in

four

European

adults

with concrete steps,” Mendes stressed.

and four in five adolescents are not

“One of the solutions, and part of

sufficiently active. They are actually way

the recommendation, is to address

below the activity level that is expected

physical activity in schools. This is the

of them,” Pryce said.

starting point, but we have no mandate,

Concrete steps

Continued on Page 7
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“I really believe that corporations

7

“Technology

and

innovation

While politicians and the educational

have a role to play. Not only because

absolutely play a role in moving forward

sector play a vital part in encouraging

they have a responsibility to society, but

because this can make physical activity

physical activity, the private sector also

because in the end you can only have

positive and even fun. If we think we

needs to step up to the plate and take

a healthy business if there is a healthy

can get people to move more by making

on some responsibility.

local community,” he said.

them feel guilty and not letting their

James Quincey, President of Coca-

Quincey mentioned that a large

gym membership lapse at the end

Cola Europe, said that corporations and

number of his employees are now

of February, I think we are making a

NGOs can make a difference, sometimes

relying on smartphone apps to measure

mistake. We need to meet people where

with the help of new technology and

how active they are, but also to create

they are, and make physical activity

innovation.

training programmes that are exciting.

positive and fun,” Quincey said.

INTERVIEW

Physical activity is very important

physical inactivity as one of the leading

for a healthy lifestyle. Participation in

global risk factors for morbidity and

MEP McGuinness:
There’s no
clear EU policy
response to
inactivity

regular

premature mortality. Physical inactivity

levels will combat the threat of a shorter,

Physical Activity and Health’ the WHO

There is no clear EU policy response
to inactivity, as it cuts across a
number of policy areas from
education to health to workplace
to environment, says Mairead
McGuinness.

lower quality of life that is forecast for

recommends that all countries have

our children’s generation.

national physical activity guidelines that

physical

activity

contributes

to the prevention of several chronic

contributes

diseases

including

cardiovascular

healthcare costs and has a significant

disease,

diabetes,

obesity

impact on productivity and healthy life-

and

depression. The combined effect of

substantially

to

direct

years.

physical activity, good nutrition and
positive mental health will decrease
the risk of non-communicable diseases

How is it possible for an individual to
know that he/she is active enough?

leading to less time spent in our health
care system. Increasing physical activity

In

the

‘Global

Strategy

for

reflect the goals and objectives outlined
What are the consequences of being

in the strategy. My home country,

physically inactive for the individual?

Ireland has adopted the WHO strategy

What are the consequences for society as

with the publication of the National

a whole?

Physical Activity Guidelines in 2009.
The publication outlines the physical

Mairead McGuinness [EPP Group/Flickr]

Mairead

McGuinness

is

an

Irish

According to the World Health

activity recommendations based on the

Organisation (WHO), less than half of

WHO guidelines for children, adults and

adults in most countries are sufficiently

older adults. These guidelines can be

active to reap the health and well-being

used as a reference tool for individuals

benefits. This low level of physical

to determine if they are active enough

activity accounts for around 5.3 million

for their age group. The physical activity

deaths per annum, making it the fourth

guidelines for adults aged 18-64 years

leading cause of mortality in the world.

are at least 30 minutes of moderate to

There is compelling evidence in favour

vigorous intensity activity 5 days a week,

of physically active lifestyles, yet the

or 150 minutes accumulated over the

message is not getting through.

course of the week.

member of the European People’s Party

In Ireland, my home country our

Technology can play an important

(EPP) and co-chair of the MEP Heart Group.

Health Minister has said that the current

role helping individuals monitor their

She answered questions by EurActiv’s

health status of people living in Ireland,

physical activity levels. Devices such as

Henriette Jacobsen.

lifestyle trends and inequalities in health

pedometers measure step counts and

outcomes are leading us toward a future

are a useful aid to gauge activity levels.

How important do you think physical

that is dangerously unhealthy and very

activity is in order to live a healthy lifestyle?

likely unaffordable. The WHO recognises

Continued on Page 8
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Mental illness is a serious public

Although there are no definite scientific

health issue. It is expected to account for

step count recommendations, experts

15% of the global burden of disease by

say that 10,000 steps per day is a good

2020. In today’s busy world, stress and

target, while any amount of activity

anxiety levels can be high. Mental illness

beyond what you are currently doing will

is socially debilitating and associated

likely benefit your health. Step counters

with suicide ideation and attempts, drug

have recently been incorporated in

and alcohol abuse and homelessness.

mobile phones and phone apps, making

Research clearly indicates a positive

it easier than ever to measure your

association

physical activity i.e. steps per day.

psychological health.

between

exercise

and

Physical activity promotes emotional
Do you think that people are aware of

well-being, including improvements in

the importance of exercising and take it

depressed mood, anxiety and stress,

seriously?

and self-esteem. Exercise can be useful

Physical activity
touted as
medicine for
mental illness
A new report on physical activity
in Europe underlines the positive
impact of exercise for the body and
the mind.
The report by the Centre for

in treating and avoiding depressive

Economics

and

Business

published

on

Research

In general I think we all know that

illnesses, and can be used as a means

(CEBR),

physical activity is important, but we are

of reducing stress and anxiety on a daily

(18 June), points to various studies

Wednesday

probably not fully aware of how critical

basis.

suggesting that physical activity can
prevent mental illness, such as stress,

regular physical activity is to our overall
health and well-being, particularly to

Do you think that EU policymakers

the prevention of chronic diseases,

take the (economic) burden of citizens

including its importance for positive

being inactive seriously?

anxiety and depression.
Getting citizens to exercise is
a

cost-effective

healthcare

mental health.

way

spending

of
and

reducing
makes

Again, I think there is awareness

workers more productive and efficient

should

of the issue and concern about it, but

at work, says the report commissioned

policymakers be focusing on when it comes

perhaps there is no clear policy response

by the International Sport and Culture

to encouraging physical activity?

to inactivity, as it cuts across a number

Association (ISCA).

Which

groups

in

society

In the European region, mental

of policy areas, from education to health
While its importance to get the

to workplace to environment.

illness affects one in four people at
some stage of their life, according to

message out to all groups in society,

the World health Organisation (WHO).

clearly starting early with children has

The European Union does not have

the most benefits as intervention at this

many competences or power, in the area of

stage sets a pattern of behaviour for the

public health. What could be ‘smaller pieces

people

future. Equally targeting teenagers and

of legislation’ that could help European

mental health problems across the

young adults is an irritant, especially

citizens become more active?

region. 33.2% of women and 21.7%

are

currently

affected

by

of men suffer from mental illnesses,

young women, where we see a high level
of dropouts from sport in the teenage

It is estimated that 83 million

Sometime it is soft power that can be

according to the WHO.

most effective, like sharing experiences

Exercise can be a very effective way

18-

among and between member states on

of addressing mental health problems,

25years, when lasting health behaviour

physical activity levels, including how

as the two are closely interlinked,

patterns

including

to incorporate physical activity in our

said Vicky Pryce, an economist and

physical activity, it is important to

daily lives. Health is a member state

one of the authors of the report, The

impress the message of the benefits of

competence, but in some aspects of

Economic Cost of Physical Inactivity in

physical activity. Research shows that

health related harm, including smoking,

Europe.

people are more likely to remain active

we see cooperation and learning from

throughout adulthood if they have

each other between member states. A

from

physically active lifestyles in childhood

similar possibility exists with physical

but

and young adulthood.

activity levels by promoting awareness

staggering,” Pryce said at a launch

of the links between physical and mental

event of the report in Brussels on

years.
For

young
are

adults

between

established,

Do you see a link between physical
inactivity and mental health?

“Of course we worry about this
a

human-cost

economically

health, and our levels of physical activity.
Continued on Page 9

too

perspective,
figures

are
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Wednesday (17 June).
“The economic costs of these
inactivity-related physical and mental
disorders in terms of for example
medical expenses as well as lost
output, so that people can’t work as
long, work so well, as productive, they
amount in our calculations to over €80
billion,” she continued.
Mairead McGuinness, an Irish MEP
from the European People’s Party (EPP)
who co-chairs the MEP Heart Group,
called mental illness “a serious public
health issue”.
“In today’s busy world, stress
and

anxiety

levels

can

be

high.

Research clearly indicates a positive
association

between

exercise

and

psychological health,” she told EurActiv
in an interview, saying mental illness is
associated with suicide attempts, drug
and alcohol abuse.

Move ahead with children
Mental

health

problems

often

begin in childhood. Tackling them at
an early age can improve life quality
and physical activity is seen as playing
a crucial role to achieve this.
Tibor Navracsics, the Commissioner
for Education, Culture, Youth and
Sport, stressed the importance of
ensuring that children are physically
active enough.
“We

know

that

exercise

and

regular physical activity are crucial
for

children’s

early

development

and stimulate the working of the
brain during childhood as well as in
adulthood. Studies have also shown
that physically active children attain
better results at school,” Navracsics
told EurActiv in an interview.
“So, I would say that we need
sufficient and regular exercise to make
sure our not only our bodies but also
our minds work in the best possible
ways,” the Commissioner stated.

Brompton World Championship racer, 2008.
[John Spooner/Flickr]
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