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Health, Wealth and Happiness – Physical Activity

Health, wealth and happiness are all different elements of human life and seem to intertwine with each other. However, the saying is more based on how health is the priority to other two elements, even leading to them. An important part of this is physical activity, which helps you keep healthy and builds you up, not only bodily, but mentally. However, this is said to be becoming less common in recent times, which is mostly due to “inaction during leisure time” [1], which has a negative impact to health but usually make people happier in the moment, to the point that one may not even enjoy physical activity. It’s important to balance out physicality in a way that makes you both healthy and happy.
Physical activity, according to the American College of Sports Medicine and American Heart Association, is “any movement that is carried out by the muscles that require energy.” [2]. This can be seen by many actions, such as exercise, where it’s completely planned, but also in everyday activities such as doing chores or even just walking. Physical activity can be measured in three amounts: frequency, duration and intensity, with frequency measuring how often, duration measuring how long and intensity measuring how much energy the activity requires. The latter measurement can range from light intensity, such as sleeping, to moderate with walking, and vigorous being the highest with actions such as running. 
So, if physical activity is so commonly done, how has there been a decrease of it? Naturally, people’s energy to partake in more vigorous activities decrease as they get older, with the AARP stating “By the time you reach your 50s, your strength, balance and endurance are already beginning to wane” [3]. However, this is far from something that just affects elders, while more than a quarter of the world's adult population [4] is physically inactive, according to the World Health Organisation “globally, 81% of adolescents aged 11-17 years were insufficiently physically active in 2016.” [5] A reason for the increase of physical inactivity is the increase of sedentary behaviour, which involves sitting down both in the workplace and during leisure time. This has increased as technology gets more advanced, with phones and computers not requiring much movement and being continuously used in everyday life now, “to the point that we’re sitting more than we are sleeping” [6]. While this is usually fine in small amounts, too much of it without doing any other extreme form of physical activity can lead to the person being considered physically inactive. This sitting down theme is a main blame for the physical inactivity increase, to the point that “sitting is the new smoking” is now a common phrase regarding the subject. Another factor of inactivity comes from urbanisation, with there being more roads to drive on, increasing the sedentary behaviour of sitting down while on transport, but gives less area to walk on. Urbanisation has also increased pollution, making it unsafe to walk in some areas.
As bold as a statement “sitting is the new smoking” seems at first glance, research has shown that lack of physical activity can lead to the same deadly effects as smoking. An inactive lifestyle leads to less calories being burned, making it more likely for you to gain weight, which could possibly lead to obesity. Your bones and muscles also get weaker, as well as your immune system, meaning you’re at greater risk of catching heart diseases including cancer. Dr James Levine from the Mayo Clinic says “Sitting is more dangerous than smoking, kills more people than HIV and is more treacherous than parachuting. We are sitting ourselves to death.” [7], presenting another risk from not moving. Other negative effects increased by physical inactivity are metabolic syndrome, where your body struggles to break down fats and sugars, high blood pressure and type 2 diabetes. All these effects and more can lead to a premature death, with a study by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention finding that “8.3% of deaths of non-disabled adults ages 25 and older were attributed to physical inactivity.” [8]. This also has an effect mentally too, as the Lancet Psychiatry study found that “that every additional 60 minutes of sedentary behaviour at age 12, 14 and 16 was associated with an increase in depression score of 11.1%, 8% or 10.5%” [9]. 
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To combat these risks, the World Health Organisation has a global action plan on physical activity, otherwise known as “GAPPA”, planning to reduce physical inactivity by 10% by 2025 and by 15% by 2030. To do this, WHO has been continuously updating their global physical guidelines to encourage longer periods of time to promote higher duration of physical activity. WHO also has four objectives with 20 policies to improve this. The first objective is to “Create a paradigm shift in all of society by enhancing knowledge and understanding of, and appreciation for, the multiple benefits of regular physical activity, according to ability and at all ages.” [10]. This makes physical activity more inviting to all ages especially with the different criteria it has for each age group and condition. The second objective is to “create maintain environments that promote and safeguard the rights of all people, of all ages, to have equitable access to safe places and spaces.” This further encourages physical activity as it gives people the space to do it, as some rural and urban areas don’t have the resources or access to do so. The third objective is to “create and promote access to opportunities and programmes, across multiple settings, to help people of all ages and abilities to engage in regular physical activity as individuals, families and communities.” This helps makes physical activity engaging something everyone can take part in and encourages it more as a group activity. Finally, the fourth objective is to “create and strengthen leadership… to achieve excellence in resource mobilization and implementation of… physical activity and reduce sedentary behaviour.” This implies making physical activity mandatory in some areas of life, which well help get people more active and reduce physical inactivity. 
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In conclusion, physical activity is easy to partake in and comes with many benefits, however, it seems recently, there’s an increase of the inactivity. This is mostly caused by sedentary behaviour being more common during work and leisure time, which is dangerous as too much of it can lead to negative effects such as higher risks of diseases and increase of depression. Luckily, we have become aware of our inactivity and aim to improve it by setting the boundary higher, and making physical activities more engaging and accessible for everyone to take part in.
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