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4. PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AMONG ADULTS

Physical inactivity is a risk factor for cardiovascular
disease, as well as a number of other chronic diseases
including diabetes, certain types of cancer, obesity and
hypertension (Knight, 2012). Regular physical activity
improves chances of living longer, strengthens bones and
muscles, helps control body weight and improves mental
health and mood. It has also been shown to have positive
effects on symptoms of anxiety and clinical depression
(Anderson et al., 2013; Richardson et al., 2005).

The WHO recommends at least 150 minutes of
moderate-intensity aerobic physical activity throughout
the week for adults aged 18-64 years old, or an equivalent
combination of moderate- and vigorous-intensity activity
(WHO, 2011). A 2013 Council Recommendation on Health-
Enhancing Physical Activity also promotes sport and
physical activity.

Physical activity among adults varies two-fold across
the EU, from 38% in Romania to 80% in Sweden (Figure 4.24).
In 2014, less than 60% of adults in Bulgaria, Portugal,
Romania and Spain took part in the recommended amount
of physical activity, compared with over 70% in Austria,
Denmark, Finland, France, Slovenia and Sweden. Overall,
64% of the EU adult population meet the recommended
amount. Gender gaps also differ by country. They are low
(under 2 percentage points) in Finland, Greece, Sweden and
the United Kingdom. In the Czech Republic, Latvia, Romania
and Spain, there is a gap of over 15 percentage points in the
proportion of men doing regular moderate physical activity
compared to women. Denmark is the only country where
women exercise more than men (3 percentage points’
difference). The average gender gap across the EU is
8 percentage points.

There is also a gap in many countries between adults
with lower and higher levels of education (Figure 4.25). In
17 of 24 EU countries, people with a lower level of education
do more physical activity than those with a higher level
of education. These differences are most prominent in
Bulgaria, France and Romania (over 10 percentage points).
On the other hand, in Austria, the Czech Republic, Finland,
Greece, the Slovak Republic, Spain and the United Kingdom,
people with a higher level of education undertake physical
activity more often than those with lower education. Across
the European Union, an average of 62% of people with lower
levels of education, and 59% of those with higher levels,
meet the weekly recommended level of physical activity.

WHO/Europe and the European network for the
promotion of health-enhancing physical activity collaborate

closely, strengthening and supporting efforts to increase
participation in physical activity. Studies have shown that
common barriers to physical activity include perception of
lack of time, feeling too tired and preferring to rest, and
concerns about personal safety (WHO, 2006).

Promotion of physical activity is being used in public
health campaigns in many countries. An increasing
number of private large companies have also invested in
wellness programmes to encourage physical activity and
improve health-related behaviours of their employees with
the view of keeping workers in good health and working
longer.
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Definition and comparability

The indicator of moderate physical activity is defined
as doing at least 150 minutes of moderate physical
activity per week. Estimates of moderate physical
activity are based on self-reports from the European
Health Interview Survey 2014, combining work-related
physical activity with leisure-time physical activity
(bicycling for transportation and sport).

Education level is based on the ISCED 2011
classification. Lowest education level refers to people
who have a lower secondary education or below
(ISCED 0-2). Highest education level refers to people
who have tertiary education (ISCED 6-8).
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4.24. Moderate weekly physical activity among adults in EU countries, 2014

Source: Eurostat, EHIS 2014.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933429157

4.25. Moderate weekly physical activity among adults in EU countries, by level of education, 2014

Source: Eurostat, EHIS 2014.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933429162

0

80

70

30

40

10

20

50

60

Total

Rom
an

ia

% of population aged 15 years and over

Women Men

Spa
in

Por
tug

al

Bulg
ari

a

Es
ton

ia
Latv

ia

Cyp
ru

s

Pola
nd

Cze
ch

 R
ep

.
Malt

a

Lu
xe

mbo
urg

Hun
ga

ry
EU24

Slov
ak

 R
ep

.

Lit
hu

an
ia

Cro
ati

a

Unit
ed

 King
do

m
Gree

ce

Germ
an

y

Fin
lan

d

Fra
nc

e

Aus
tri

a

Slov
en

ia

Den
mark

Swed
en

0

90

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

43

60

43

53

58 58

63

58
60

63 63

53

62 62

72

56

65
63

68

61 63

71 70

80
82

47 49 51 51
54 56 56 56 58 58 59 59 60 60 61 62

67 68 68
70 70 72 73

75

22

Rom
an

ia

% of population aged 15 years and over

Lowest level of education Highest level of education

Bulg
ari

a
Spa

in

Pola
nd

Por
tug

al

Latv
ia

Malt
a

Es
ton

ia

Cyp
ru

s

Hun
ga

ry

Lu
xe

mbo
urg

Cze
ch

 R
ep

.
EU24

Lit
hu

an
ia

Fra
nc

e

Slov
ak

 R
ep

.

Cro
ati

a

Unit
ed

 King
do

m

Germ
an

y

Gree
ce

Fin
lan

d

Slov
en

ia

Aus
tri

a

Den
mark

Swed
en

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933429157
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933429162


From:
Health at a Glance: Europe 2016
State of Health in the EU Cycle

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264265592-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD/European Union (2016), “Physical activity among adults”, in Health at a Glance: Europe 2016: State
of Health in the EU Cycle, OECD Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/health_glance_eur-2016-30-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264265592-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/health_glance_eur-2016-30-en

