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Increasing physical activity in patients: By asking the 
questions, we can make a difference

Take a moment and ask your-
self, how many days per week 
do you engage in moderate (or 

higher intensity) physical activities 
(like a brisk walk), and then, on those 
days, how many minutes do you en-
gage in activity at that level? Multiply 
the numbers and see if you meet the 
Canadian Physical Activity Guide-
lines of 150 minutes of moderate-to-
vigorous physical activity per week.

How long did that take? Did it 
make you reflect on your physical ac-
tivity habits? 

Both physicians and the public 
are looking for ways to engage in pre-
ventive health measures. Many phy-
sicians are appropriately concerned 
that addressing physical activity will 
take too long, but it doesn’t necessar-
ily have to.  

The Canadian Medical Associa-
tion (CMA) encourages physicians 
to promote physical activity, as phy-
sicians are lifestyle change agents 
who remain the preferred source of 
health information for many people.1 
Last year, the CMA’s General Council 
passed a resolution supporting the in-
clusion of physical activity questions 
in the vital signs section of EMRs. 
Doctors of BC passed a similar reso-
lution earlier this year. 

British Columbians have often 
led the country in healthy living. Data 
from the 2017 Canadian Community 
Health Survey revealed that in Can-
ada, 57.4% of adults self-reported  
meeting the national guidelines, 

whereas in BC that percentage was 
significantly higher, 64.9%.2 

These data are encouraging for 
BC, but because they come from a 
self-reported survey questionnaire, 
they likely overrepresent the number 

of people who are adequately physi-
cally active. Even if we take the sur-
vey responses at face value, it means 
there are over 1.3 million British Co-
lumbian adults who are physically in-
active. This costs the BC health care 
system approximately $335 million 
dollars per year.3 

BC physicians have an opportun-
ity to continue building on existing 
strategies that promote lifestyle mod-
ification and healthy living. The goal 
of the Doctors of BC resolution to in-
corporate exercise history as part of 
the vitals section of EMRs is to fur-
ther engage physicians and the public 
on the importance of physical activity.

The two physical activity ques-
tions at the start of this article are an 
example of a validated exercise his-
tory screening tool that is quick and 
simple to use. When systematically 
asked in all patient encounters and 
entered into the patient’s EMR it has 
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also been shown to be effective.4 
A large study by Kaiser Perma-

nente involving almost 1.8 million 
patients found that by promoting the 
systematic collection of these ques-
tions into EMRs they were able to 
identify physical activity history in 
the charts of 86% of patients after 
18 months of effort.4 A subsequent 
study involved 696 267 eligible pa-
tients and 1 569 324 visits.5 Patients 
were seen in centres that either were 
or were not systematically collect-
ing these two simple physical activ-
ity questions into patients’ EMRs. 
The centres that were systematically 
collecting physical activity history 
showed small but significant changes 
in weight loss in obese patients and 
improved HbA1c values in patients 
with diabetes. Additionally, there was 
a 12% absolute increase in the num-
ber of patients who reported having 
received exercise counseling from 
their physician. 

By simply asking the questions 
we can start to have an impact. Physi-
cal activity seems to have a dose-
response effect: increasing physical 
activity even by 10 minutes per day 
results in a substantial improvement 
in mortality and morbidity, and this 
effect is greatest when targeting those 
who are sedentary.6  

No matter how you scored at the 
beginning of this article, hopefully 
you are motivated to find an extra 10 
minutes in your day for a brisk walk 
and a minute to discuss the same with 
your next patient. 

—Tommy Gerschman, MD, 
FRCPC, MSc

References

1. Canadian Medical Association. Healthy 

behaviours: promoting physical activity 

and healthy eating. 2015. Accessed 31 

The Canadian  
Medical Association 

encourages physicians to 
promote physical activity, 
as physicians are lifestyle 

change agents who 
remain the preferred 

source of health 
information for  
many people.



367bc medical journal vol. 60 no. 7, september 2018 bcmj.org

July 2018. http://policybase.cma.ca/dbtw 

-wpd/Policypdf/PD15-12.pdf.

2. Statistics Canada. Canadian health char-

acteristics, annual estimates. Table 13-10-

0096-01. Accessed 31 July 2018. www 

150 .s ta tcan .gc .ca / t1 / tb l1 /en / tv 

.action?pid=1310009601. 

3. Government of British Columbia. Active 

people, active places: British Columbia 

physical activity strategy. November 

2015. Accessed 31 July 2018. www 

.health.gov.bc.ca/library/publications/

year/2015/active-people-active-places 

-web-2015.pdf.

4. Coleman KJ, Ngor E, Reynolds K, et al. 

Initial validation of an exercise “vital sign” 

in electronic medical records. Med Sci 

Sports Exerc 2012;44:2071-2076.

5. Grant, RW, Schmittdiel, JA, Neugebauer, 

RS, et al. Exercise as a vital sign: A quasi-

experimental analysis of a health system 

intervention to collect patient-reported 

exercise levels. J Gen Intern Med 2014; 

29:341-348. 

6. Thornton JS, Frémont P, Khan K, et al. 

Physical activity prescription: A critical op-

portunity to address a modifiable risk fac-

tor for the prevention and management of 

chronic disease: A position statement by 

the Canadian Academy of Sport and Exer-

cise Medicine. Br J Sports Med 2016; 

50:1109-1114.

DR. Management of tarsometatarsal joint 

injuries. J An Acad Orthop Surg 2017; 

25:469-479.

11. Wright RW, MARS Group. Osteoarthritis 

classification scales: Interobserver reli-

ability and arthroscopic correlation. J Bone 

Joint Surg Am 2014;96:1145-1151.

12. Adelani MA, Mall NA, Brophy RH, et al. 

The use of MRI in evaluating knee pain in 

patients aged 40 years and older. J Am 

Acad Orthop Surg 2016;24:653-659.

13. Chen A, Balogun-Lynch J, Aggarwal K, et 

al. Should all elective knee radiographs 

requested by general practitioners be per-

formed weight-bearing? SpringerPlus 

2014;3:707.

Continued from page 365
worksafebc

cohp

Directory of 
senior staff
Mr Allan Seckel
Chief Executive Officer
604 638-2888;  
aseckel@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Marisa Adair
Executive Director of 
Communications and Public 
Affairs; 604 638-2809;  
madair@doctorsofbc.ca

Mr Jim Aikman
Executive Director of Economics  
and Policy Analysis; 604 638-2893
jaikman@doctorsofbc.ca

Dr Sam Bugis
Executive Director of Physician  
and External Affairs
604 638-8750;  
sbugis@doctorsofbc.ca

Dr Andrew Clarke
Executive Director, 
Physician Health Program
604 398-4301; 
andrew@physicianhealth.com

Ms Amanda Corcoran
Chief People & Technology Officer
604 638-2812;  
acorcoran@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Cathy Cordell
General Counsel
604 638-2822;  
ccordell@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Margaret English
Director, Shared Care Committee
604 638-2947;  
menglish@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Alana Godin
Director, Community Practice and 
Quality
250 218-3924;  
agodin@doctorsofbc.ca

Dr Brenda Hefford
Executive Director, Community 
Practice, Quality, and Integration
604 638-7855;  
bhefford@doctorsofbc.ca

Mr Rob Hulyk
Director of Physician Advocacy
604 638-2883;  
rhulyk@doctorsofbc.ca

Mr Sunny Jassal
Network Operations Manager
604 638-2897;  
sjassal@doctorsofbc.ca

Mr Adrian Leung
Director, Specialist Services 
Committee
604 638-2884;  
aleung@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Sinden Luciuk
Executive Director of 
Members’ Products and 
Services
604 638-2886;  
sluciuk@doctorsofbc.ca

Mr Tod MacPherson
Director of Negotiations
604 638-2885;
tmacpherson@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Afsaneh Moradi
Director, Community 
Partnership & Integration
604 638-5845;  
amoradi@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Cindy Myles
Director, Facility Physician 
Engagement
604 638-2834;  
cmyles@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Carol Rimmer
Director, Technology and 
Operations, Doctors 
Technology Office
604 638-5775;  
crimmer@doctorsofbc.ca

Mr Paul Straszak
Executive Director of 
Negotiations and Chief 
Negotiator 
604 638-2869;  
pstraszak@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Sarah Vergis
Chief Financial Officer 
604 638-2862;  
svergis@doctorsofbc.ca

Ms Deborah Viccars
Director of Policy
604 638-7865;  
dviccars@doctorsofbc.ca


