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Describe physical activity levels for adults in Wales in relation to national recommendations and geographical region.  You should also attempt to discuss how physical activity in Wales compares to other UK countries and if there is any evidence that physical activity in Wales is related to social and environmental factors.    

Introduction to physical activity in Wales 

Physical inactivity is responsible for one in six deaths in the UK, which is equal to the mortality rate from smoking. Being physically inactive is estimated to cost the UK £7.4 billion annually. Unfortunately, our population is currently around 20% less active when compared to the 1960s (Public Health England, 2016). The UK government has established physical activity requirements that should be followed for the population to remain active and healthy. The physical activity guidelines for adults are for ages 19 to 64 and are as follows. You should aim to be active every day, either 150 minutes of moderate-intensity activity a week, which can be done through actives such as a brisk walk, riding a bike and dancing, or 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity activity a week, which can be done through actives such as running, swimming fast and participating in sports such as football, netball, and rugby (NHS, 2019). 57% of adults in Wales are deemed overweight or obese (Public Health Cymru, 2019) which suggests these national recommendations for exercise are perhaps not being followed how they should be, obesity rates are higher at all ages in more deprived regions (Salmasi and Celidon, 2017).

Wales and the recommended guidelines for physical activity 

In a survey carried out by the Welsh government, in Wales, 53% of adults claimed they were active for 150 minutes or more during a typical week. Physical activity levels were lower among women, older adults, and people living in low-income areas. Adults were inactive in 33% of cases, only participating in exercise for 30 minutes or less a week (Welsh Government, 2020). 32% of adults 16+ participate in sporting activities three or more times a week in Wales, in relation to suburban areas in wales, in Bridgend 31% of adults take part in sports three times a week and in Wrexham 34%. Whilst in rural areas these figures are only slightly lower at 28% in Conway and 29% in Pembrokeshire. According to research by Public Health Wales, just 18% of adolescents in Wales get the recommended amount of physical activity (Public Health Wales, 2019) The amount of physical activity engaged in during adolescence sets that individual up for life; they are likely to stay at the same level of physical activity for life, so when it is this low, it is alarming and is setting up a generation of individuals who do not meet the recommended physical activity standards in Wales (Hills, King and Byrne, 2007). A 2019 report published by ITV claimed, ‘Physical activity levels among children in Wales one of lowest in the world’, with one in four, four to five-year-olds obese or overweight (ITV, 2019). Obesity in childhood is linked to an increased risk of premature death and impairment in adulthood (Benjamin, 2010). Children who are overweight or obese are more likely to remain obese into adulthood and to develop noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) such as diabetes and cardiovascular disease at a younger age (World health organisation, 2014). This highlights the importance of making sure the physical activity guidelines are met as much as they possibly can be as they hold many health benefits (Dalgleish et al., 2001).

Social and Environmental factors affecting physical activity 

It has been said our external environment can affect our attitude towards physical activity (Foster et al., 2009). Research conducted by the Imperial London College found that there were significant differences between high, middle, and low-income countries. The study found that in high-income countries, BMI has been generally higher in rural areas since 1985, especially for women. According to the researchers, this is due to the challenges faced by those living outside of cities, which include lower income and education, reduced availability and higher prices for healthier foods, and fewer leisure and sports facilities. Meanwhile, rural areas in low and middle-income countries have seen changes toward higher wages, improved infrastructure, more mechanised agriculture, and increased car usage, both of which provide various health benefits but also contribute to lower energy expenditure and increased spending on food, which can be processed and low-quality when proper regulations are not in place. All these factors lead to a faster rise in BMI in rural areas (Imperial College, 2018). In Wales, the number of children active every day during a 2017/18 study differed depending on the affluence of the family they belonged to, 15% of children from a low affluence family were active every day, whilst 21% of children from a high affluence family were active every day. These figures suggest that your environment does affect the likelihood of a person taking place in exercise (StatsWales, 2018).  Low-Income areas are less likely to have recreational areas, gym memberships can be expensive and are more likely to be surrounded by convenient inexpensive fast-food shops (Vilar-Compte et al., 2021). 




Physical activity levels in Wales compared to other UK Countries 

Physical activity levels in Wales differs from physical activity levels in England, Scotland, and Ireland. Between 2012 and 2014, in England 60% of adults met the physical activity guidelines, in Scotland, it was 64%, in Northern Ireland 61% and in Wales 31%. Wales’ physical activity levels compare poorly to other UK countries (World Health Organisation, 2012).

Physical activity levels in relation to Social and Environmental factors 

For some people, the thought of carrying out physical activity can be worse than participating in it. There are many barriers to exercise that people may feel stops them from meeting the recommended physical activity guidelines. People may find they have a lack of time, motivation, or resources. Social and environmental factors can also influence the amount of physical activity we participate in (Biddle, Mutrie and T Gorely, 2015). Social influences may be behavioural, psychological, or personal. People may feel a lack of motivation to exercise, if someone is brought up in a society where exercise is not seen as something important that benefits one's health, it is likely they won’t participate in exercise as they may not see it as beneficial and enjoyable. If friends and family participate in exercise regularly this may give an individual confidence to join in, whereas the thought of participating in exercise alone may be daunting, especially to someone who is not used to it. With no social support, it is likely a person will not feel the need to exercise (Dishman, Heath and Lee, 2021). In society fast food is inexpensive and more convenient, large consumptions of fast food will not provide sufficient energy to carry out physical activity, to begin with. Environmental factors are the surroundings in which we live, these can affect exercise. Living in a more deprived area where crime may be high, people may not feel safe to go for a walk or a run where they are living. Low-income areas may have lower tax funds compared to higher-income areas, this means these areas will not have sufficient funds to be able to create recreational areas and sporting facilities for the community (Giles-Corti et al., 2002). In Wales, during 2017/18 14% of children from a low affluence family had fewer than two healthy behaviours, such as taking part in a sport or eating fruit and veg daily, whilst 12% of children from high family affluence had fewer than two healthy behaviours (StatsWales, 2018a).  Males and females living in the most deprived areas in Wales were 3.7 and 3.8 times more likely to die from an avoidable cause than those living in the least deprived areas in Wales (World Health Organisation, 2012). 58% of adults in Wales reported they walk or cycle to get somewhere, a higher percentage amongst those living in urban areas, 63%, compared to those living in rural areas, 48% (Welsh Government, 2018). These statistics demonstrate that social and environmental factors do affect our lives and our likelihood to meet the physical activity guidelines. 

Conclusion 

 In general, children and adults in Wales are not meeting the recommended physical activity guidelines. Whilst in England over half (60%) of the population meet the recommended guidelines, in Wales, not even half (31%) of the population are meeting the recommended guidelines (World Health Organisation, 2012). Numerous factors would play a part in these statistics, the main two being social and environmental factors (Giles-Corti et al., 2002). If people are surrounded and brought up around friends and family who are unaware of the benefits of physical activity and who are unmotivated to participate in social activity it is likely the individual will also share the same values, deeming physical activity, not of any importance (Dishman, Heath and Lee, 2021). Physical activity should be encouraged in schools, recreational areas should be given more funding and children and families should be made aware of team sports they can participate in. This should all provide some means of motivation for people to participate in physical activity. To close the gap between low income and high-income areas everyone should be given equal opportunities (Biddle, Mutrie and T Gorely, 2015).
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