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If you can, consider reading this article without being sedentary.  Can you stand (or 
move in some way) while reading this?  Give it a go!

High rates of sedentary behaviour are an emerging public health issue in Canada.  
Increased coverage of sedentary behaviour in the media has been fuelled by an 
explosion of research over the past two years, and you may have heard these witty 
warnings: “Beware of the chair” and “Sitting is the new smoking.”

In Alberta, adults spend approximately 8 to 10 hours per day being sedentary, and 
children and youth spend approximately 5 to 9 hours per day being sedentary.1   
Sedentary behaviour is associated with an increased risk of type 2 diabetes2, 
obesity3, poor mental health and quality of life4, and other negative health outcomes.

Excessive sedentary behaviour (and the accompanying chronic disease) also 
impacts our health care system. If 10% of Canadians were less physically inactive 
and sedentary, rates of high blood pressure, diabetes, and heart disease could 
decrease by approximately 2 to 4% by 2040.5  For these reasons, it is essential that 
practitioners make sedentary behaviour part of the healthy lifestyle discussions with 
clients, patients, families, and decision-makers.

Understanding the Difference between Being Sedentary, Physically 
Inactive, and Physically Active

Researchers define sedentary behaviour6  as occurring when individuals are:

• awake, 

• seated or lying down, and 

• expending less than 1.5 metoblic equivalents (METs — see page 3 for a 
definition).

Summary
Sedentary behaviour and physical 

inactivity are two separate public health 

issues. Practitioners should speak with 

their clients about both negative health 

behaviours.

This article includes strategies for 

facilitating conversations with clients 

and decision-makers.
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Standing up to sedentary behaviour
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A simpler way to explain sedentary behaviour might be “long periods of time spent 
sitting or lying down while awake” including driving to work or sitting on the bus, 
working at a desk, or watching TV.  Sleeping is not considered sedentary because it 
is a vital activity for maintaining health.

Being physically active7 means doing the recommended 150 minutes of moderate-
to-vigorous intensity aerobic activity per week. Being physically inactive6 means 
doing less than the recommended 150 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous intensity 
aerobic activity per week. Therefore, clients can be a physically inactive person while 
still engaging in some physical activity.

Why is Sedentary Behaviour 
Unique?

Being sedentary—long periods of 
time spent sitting or lying down while 
awake—is a unique activity with its own 
impact on health which is separate from 
physical activity and physical inactivity.8 

Discussing sedentary behaviour 
separately from physical activity is a new 
approach for practitioners and decision-
makers. Common sense might suggest 
that the benefits of physical activity 
would undo the risks of sedentary 
behaviour, but this may not be case 
as sedentary behaviour and physical 
activity affect our body independently.8

What does that mean? Even if your clients are doing regular physical activity, 
sedentary behaviour still needs to be discussed as part of as balanced lifestyle plan. 

How Much Sedentary Behaviour is Too Much?

The Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology (CSEP) has published evidence-
informed Canadian Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines9 for children and youth that 
suggest limitations for screen time, sitting during motorized transport, extended 
periods of low activity, and recreational time spent indoors.

CSEP has not developed Canadian Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines for adults 
because available evidence does not yet support a specific prescription with a timed 
recommendation for maximum hours of sedentary behaviour per day.  Given the 
negative health outcomes associated with sedentary behaviour, and that Albertans 
spend approximately 50% of their waking day being sedentary, the current 
recommendation for adults is to reduce or interrupt long periods of sedentary 
behaviour. A timed recommendation for maximum hours of sedentary behaviour 
per day may be developed in the future as more research becomes available testing 
various prescriptions.

Despite these concerns, remember that enjoying some sedentary behaviour, such as 
reading a book, socializing with friends in a local park, or curling up in front of a fire 
can be part of a balanced lifestyle.

Myth: 
Physically active 
people don’t have to 
worry about how much 
time they spend being 
sedentary.

Reality: 
While any amount of 
physical activity could 
benefit your health, it 
might not remove the 
risks associated with 
being sedentary.

Key Message:
To obtain the benefits 
of physical activity, one 
needs to be physically 
active; and to reduce 
the risks of being 
sedentary, one needs 
to get up and move 
more. Both behaviours 
require attention.
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Strategies to Reduce Sedentary Behaviour

Many practitioners are likely already 
speaking to clients and decision-makers 
about the importance of physical activity.  
Leveraging this conversation to discuss 
strategies to reduce sedentary behaviour 
is important to improve the health status 
of Albertans. Below are a few strategies 
to help facilitate conversations with 
clients and decision-makers.

1) Educate, educate, educate…then motivate!  
Have discussions with clients and decision-makers about what sedentary 
behaviour is, and how being physically active may not cancel the negative 
effects of sedentary behaviour.  Pay special attention to reducing sedentary 
behaviour separately from increasing physical activity. Challenge the idea 
that our sedentary society is normal. Albertans spend up to 10 hours per day 
being sedentary. The human body was meant to be active. Frame sedentary 
behaviour as a concern and explore solutions.  

2) Create a plan and begin with small changes 
Work with clients to develop a plan to reduce the amount of time per day spent 
being sedentary, e.g., use active transportation to get to work or run an errand; 
stand on the bus; hold a standing meeting; or schedule free time outdoors.  
Start with a small change, e.g., try a new behaviour once per week; or set an 
alarm or use an app to give reminders to move every hour. 

3) Recruit friends, families, colleagues and strangers  
Encourage clients to recruit friends, family members, and colleagues (and, 
yes, even strangers) to reduce their sedentary behaviour together, as reducing 
sedentary behaviour requires both individual and societal challenge.  Look to 
the future where health apps will track sedentary behaviour and allow clients to 
share their results with others if they find that motivating. Apps of this nature 
already exist for physical activity, e.g., Strava. 

4) Advocate for policies that support less sedentary behaviour 
Provide decision-makers with evidence to implement policies in schools 
and workplaces (or parents to implement “policies” in homes) that support 
environments to reduce sedentary behaviour (see the Alberta Centre for Active 
Living’s new Workplace resources: https://www.centre4activeliving.ca/our-
work/centre-projects/increase-PA-and-decrease-sedentary-in-workplace/.)

Conclusion

Sedentary behaviour is a “hot topic”, so now is the time to discuss it with clients 
and decision-makers. As a practitioner, take the time to educate people about what 
sedentary behaviour is, why it matters, and strategies for doing less.

Finally, lead by example and avoid being sedentary while discussing sedentary 
behaviour.  Are you still standing and moving?   

Key Term
METs: METs or metablic equivalents 

are population standardized measures 

for different types of activities.  

METs allow different activities to 

be compared in terms of calories 

burned during an activity to calories 

burned when at rest. Brisk walking 

is considered a moderate-intensity 

physical activity at between 3 to 

6 METs.  Running is considered a 

vigorous-intensity physical activity 

at more than 6 METs.  Sitting is 

considered a sedentary behaviour at 

less than 1.5 METs. 
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