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G lobally, populations have experienced 
increased sedentary behavior, de-
creased physical activity, and increased 

social isolation as a result of COVID-19.1 Can-
ada is no exception. Canadian adults have been 
found to use more sedentary activities and fewer 
physical activities to address the increased stress 
they are experiencing due to the pandemic.2 

The detrimental impact of these behavior 
changes on general mental and physical health 
is clear.1,3 There is also evidence that physical 
inactivity is one of the strongest predictors of 
severe disease from COVID-19.4 This high-
lights the important role physical activity plays 
in overall well-being and disease prevention 
and mitigation.

New guidelines from the World Health Or-
ganization for physical activity and sedentary 
behavior were released in 2020. They provide 
evidence-based recommendations across the life 
course and for specific populations, including 
those living with chronic conditions or dis-
ability and pregnant or postpartum women.5 
The Canadian 24-Hour Movement Guidelines 
also provide specific recommendations for all 
age groups in relation to limiting sedentary 
behavior.6 

Given the health benefits of physical activity 
and the increase in sedentary behavior among 
Canadians due to COVID-19, it behooves us 
to consider our roles in reversing unhealthy 
behaviors as we emerge from the pandemic. We 
need lenses of inclusion, diversity, and cultural 
sensitivity, recognizing that there are significant 
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individual barriers to returning to normal activi-
ties and re-engaging with healthy behaviors. 

During the pandemic, most people have had 
less contact with their primary care providers 
than normal, and contact has often been via 
telemedicine. Physicians have an opportunity to 
help their patients emerge from the pandemic 
with goals and incentives to reverse unhealthy 
pandemic trends and to initiate new, healthy 
habits for the long term.

Below are some suggested approaches for 
encouraging physical activity during consulta-
tions with your patients: 
•	 Introduce	the	topic	from	a	positive	and	pre-

ventive perspective that keeps the patient 
at the centre of the conversation. 

•	 Ensure	your	patients	are	aware	of	the	risks	
of physical inactivity and sedentary be-
havior and the benefits of physical activity.

•	 Collaborate	with	patients	in	developing	
goals, and encourage them from a realistic 
perspective that recognizes the patient’s 
barriers and local context. Ask the patient 
what they think they can do to increase 
their activity levels and decrease the amount 
of time they spend sitting. Note that any 
increase in physical activity will be benefi-
cial. Start small and celebrate successes.

•	 Provide	information	for	local	opportuni-
ties and online resources. Consider using 
Doctors of BC info sheets with current 
physical activity resources and programs 
for children, youth, and older adults.7,8 

•	 Consider	using	the	physical	activity	record	
in	the	vital	signs	section	of	your	EMR	to	
monitor progress and follow up. 

•	 Help	your	patients	use	step	counters.	Many	
people are not aware how sedentary they are 
until they actually measure their steps. This 
provides a tangible way to record progress 
and many people have mobile phones that 

can measure and record steps. Decreasing 
sedentary behavior can be approached from 
the perspective of limiting sitting.

•	 For	older	adults	who	have	been	housebound	
through the pandemic, consider doing a 
frailty screen or assessment. 
Physicians can play a crucial role in promot-

ing a societal return to physical activity, and that 
starts with engaging with our patients. To coun-
ter the long-term effects of pandemic-induced 
inactivity, we need everyone to come to the 
table. n 
—Anne Pousette, MD, MPH
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