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Attitudes about Physical Activity 
 

Canadians’ attitudes about physical activity are 

very positive in a number of ways. Overall,  

92% indicate that physical activity is pleasant,  

82% say that it is fun,  

82% report that it is comfortable,  

77% say that it is convenient, and 

67% find that it is easy. 
 

In contrast,  

21% indicate that physical activity is difficult,  

20% indicate that it is inconvenient, 

13% say it is painful,  

12% find physical activity boring, and 

6% say it is unpleasant. 
 

FIGURE 1: ATTITUDES ABOUT PHYSICAL ACTIVITY, 
OVERALL 
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2007 Physical Activity Monitor, CFLRI 
 

Fun or boring? The following Canadians are more 

likely to say that physical activity is fun: Northern 

residents, 18 to 24 year olds (compared to 45 to 64 

year olds), and active Canadians. Manitoba 

residents are less likely to say that physical 

activity is fun. Adults aged 45 to 64 years 

(compared to 18 to 24 year olds), those living in 

communities with 500,000 to 1,000,000 residents, 

and inactive Canadians are more likely to find  

physical activity boring. 
 

FIGURE 2: SELECT ATTITUDES BY 
PROVINCE/TERRITORY 
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Easy or difficult? Physical activity is more likely to be 

seen as easy among: residents of the Yukon, adults 

aged 65 or older (compared to 18 to 44 year olds), 

low income earners (compared to middle income 

earners), retirees, and active Canadians. In contrast, 

those who are unemployed or inactive are more 

likely to view physical activity as difficult. 
 

FIGURE 3: SELECT ATTITUDES BY AGE 
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2007 Physical Activity Monitor, CFLRI 
 

Convenient or inconvenient? Canadians who are 

more likely to view physical activity as convenient 

are: Quebec residents, older adults, those with less 

than secondary education, adults from low income 

households, retirees, residents in small 

communities (with populations between 1,000 to 

4,999), and active Canadians. Rating physical 
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activity as inconvenient is more common among: 

Ontario residents (in addition, Nova Scotia 

residents are less likely to rate it as convenient), 

adults with higher household incomes, and 

inactive Canadians.  
 

Pleasant or unpleasant? Physical activity is more 

likely to be rated as pleasant by those aged 65 or 

older (compared to 25 to 64 year olds), adults 

from middle income households (compared to 

those from the highest income households), those 

living in communities with 500,000 to 1,000,000 

residents (compared to communities with 

populations between 1,000 and 4,999), 

homemakers and retirees (compared to 

unemployed Canadians), and active Canadians. In 

contrast, physical activity is more often rated as 

unpleasant by those who are unemployed and 

inactive Canadians. 
 

FIGURE 4: SELECT ATTITUDES BY HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

 
2007 Physical Activity Monitor, CFLRI 
 

Comfortable or painful? Adults with higher levels of 

education and those who active are more likely to 

say that physical activity is comfortable. In 

contrast, those saying physical activity is 

uncomfortable are more likely to have lower 

levels of education, to be from low income 

households, to be unemployed, or to be inactive. 
 

FIGURE 5: SELECT ATTITUDES BY ACTIVITY LEVEL 
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2007 Physical Activity Monitor, CFLRI 

Trends Compared to 2003, more Canadians view 

physical activity as convenient and fewer view it as 

difficult in 2007, whereas other attitudes (boring or 

fun, pleasant or unpleasant, and comfortable or 

painful) have not changed since 2003.  
 

FIGURE 6: ATTITUDES TOWARDS PHYSICAL 
ACTIVITY, 2003-2007 
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2003 and 2007 Physical Activity Monitor, CFLRI 

 
In 2003, Quebec residents were more likely to report 

finding physical activity fun and convenient. 

Although this relationship still holds for 

convenience, there are no longer significant 

differences for perceptions of fun. New provincial 

relationships have appeared, namely: Nova Scotia 

and Ontario residents are now less likely to indicate 

that they find physical activity to be convenient. 

Residents in the North and in Manitoba are now less 

likely to find physical activity fun. Yukon residents 

are now more likely than others to describe physical 

activity as easy, which was not apparent in 2003.   

 

The relationships that appeared in 2003 between 
men and women—where men were more likely than 

women to find physical activity fun and 

convenient— no longer exist in 2007. The 

relationships with socio-economic factors that 

appeared in 2003 also generally persist in 2007. 
 

FIGURE 7: ATTITUDES BY GENDER, 2003-2007 
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2003 and 2007 Physical Activity Monitor, CFLRI 

Easy Convenient Pleasant

<$20,000 59% 82% 91%

$20,000-$29,999 71% 85% 88%

$30,000-$39,999 73% 83% 96%

$40,000-$59,999 73% 79% 96%

$60,000-$79,999 70% 75% 92%

$80,000-$99,999 66% 72% 92%

$100,000+ 68% 70% 91%
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Active Canadians are generally more likely to 

hold positive attitudes towards physical activity, 

and this is a relationship that has persisted over 

time. 
 

Recommendations for Action According to the 

Theory of Planned Behaviour,1 the attitudes one 

holds about physical activity interact with the 

level of control one perceives to have over 

physical activity choices and the physical activity 

norms of one’s social environment.  Along with 

perceived social norms, attitudes and perceived 

control are the determinants of one’s intention to 

physically active, which subsequently predicts the 

likelihood of actually being physically active.  

Improving attitudes toward physical activity 

among those with less positive attitudes may 

augment perceptions of control among those who 

feel they exert little autonomy over their physical 

activity.  As noted in another bulletin in this 

series,2 greater perceptions of control over choices 

to be physically active do not always translate into 

greater intention to do so.  Among these low 

intention-high control groups, efforts aimed at 

changing negative or ambivalent attitudes toward 

physical activity may provide the influence 

needed to change intention and, subsequently, 

carry through to action. 
 

Although there have been some positive changes 

in Canadians’ attitudes toward physical activity 

since 2003, many socio-economic and 

demographic relationships persist which favour 

some Canadians over others. In addition, while 

some previously discouraging findings were not 

found in 2007, others have newly emerged, which 

is disconcerting and warrants closer inspection. 

Canadians who hold less positive attitudes toward 

physical activity include: 
 

Adults aged 25 to 64 At least one in five adults 

between the ages of 25 to 64 reports holding 

negative or ambivalent attitudes about the 

convenience, ease, and fun of physical activity.  

Members of this age group are more likely than 
younger Canadians to report having greater control 

over their physical activity choices but less 

intention.   The discord between control and 

attitude may act as a barrier to being more active.  

Social marketing techniques, effectively 

administered and evaluated, can be successful in  

 

changing the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours of a 

large audience. For example, communication 

strategies portraying physical activity as fun and 

entertaining, and more specifically something that 

would be particularly enjoyable for adults in this 

age group, would meet with the greatest success in 

reducing the perception of physical activity as 

boring.  Some approaches may be inadvertently or 

purposefully neglecting those aged 25 to 64 if they 

are instead focusing only on youth or on older 

adults.  Physical activity should be presented as a 

pleasurable leisure interest that is easy and 

convenient to do rather than a chore or 

responsibility, and as something that offers a 

number of rewards beyond simple health benefits.  

One program in particular, Wheeling Walks, 

demonstrates that communication campaigns can 

reach this age group and successfully increase 

physical activity.3 
 

Lower socioeconomic groups Canadians with 

lower levels of education, income, and employment 

are generally more likely than others to have 

negative attitudes about physical activity, 

describing it to varying degrees as boring, 

unpleasant, difficult, and painful.  They are also 

more likely to report that they exert lower personal 

control over their activity choices.  Further, as 

follows from the Theory of Planned Behaviour, 

negative attitudes and lower perceptions of control 

translate into the finding that these groups have 

lower intentions to be active.2  Lower socio-

economic groups who have less positive attitudes 

about physical activity are likely to be diverse (e.g., 

individuals with long-term or acute disabilities, 

working-class families, single-parent families, new 

Canadians). Efforts to address negative attitudes 

among lower socio-economic Canadians may 

therefore require tailoring to be maximally 

effective.  For example, lower income Canadians 

may hold negative attitudes toward physical 

activity in part because of the perceived cost 

required to participate.  Efforts to improve attitudes 

among lower income individuals could include 

changing the perceptions of enjoyable low- or no-

cost physical activities (e.g., walking), as well as 

publicizing opportunities to participate in low-cost 

or subsidized activities.  Policy makers need to 

promote physical activities that would appeal to 

their target groups (e.g., culturally- and 

environmentally-appropriate), rather than mandate  
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which activities will be promoted or made 

available; efforts to evaluate at all stages must be 

included.  
 

Residents of large communities Those living in 

larger communities are more likely to find 

physical activity boring and inconvenient.  

Residents of large communities are more likely to 

report excessive traffic and crime as significant 

deterrents to participating in physical activities 

within their neighbourhoods.4  Travelling 

excessive distances or risking safety to participate 

in physical activity, or being restricted to little 

variety in activity habits, may contribute to 

negative attitudes toward being physically active.  

Living in a large city may also present barriers for 

some, such as a lack of green spaces and cost, 

which are beyond the personal control of 

individuals. Policy makers and urban planners can 

address the perceived boredom and inconvenience 

of physical activity by creating city parks, open 

green spaces, and multi-function recreational 

areas, while city administrators need to ensure that 

new and existing infrastructure and spaces are 

maintained in well-lit and readily-accessible 

zones.  In offering safe activity opportunities that 

combine aesthetics with convenience, larger cities 

may see an improvement in attitudes about 

physical activity. 
 

Sedentary individuals Canadians with the lowest 

levels of activity are more likely to find physical 

activity boring, unpleasant, difficult, inconvenient, 

and painful.  Among formerly sedentary older 

adults participating in a short physical activity 

trial, enjoyment of participation was shown to be 

strongly related to a later positive shift in 

attitudes, as well as continued participation in 

physical activity after the trial ended.5  Similar 

results were found among young adults who 

participated for in their first introductory aerobics 

class.6  This evidence suggests that physical 

activity policy makers can have success in 

motivating sedentary Canadians if they can entice 

them to try fun and convenient activities, even 

through a short-term program for beginners.  For 

example, communities could offer accessible and 

fun beginner programs in a format and intensity 

that does not intimidate potential participants with 

overly strenuous activities or unfamiliar 

equipment (e.g., a nature walk program, mall-

walking).  Framing physical activity as an 

enjoyable leisure pursuit rather than an obligation 

is critical to encouraging sedentary individuals to 

try physical activity.  If participants find their 

experience to be pleasant, they may change their 

negative attitudes about physical activity, and 

strengthen their intentions of participating in 

physical activity in the future.   
 

Research from Europe7 suggests sedentary 

individuals are not homogenous, but rather a 

diverse group based on physical activity, with 

different characteristics exhibited between non-

exercisers and ex-exercisers, and within ex-

exercisers, between recent and long-term 

relapsers.  However, the researchers describe 

sedentary individuals as belonging to one of three 

groups based upon their general attitudes toward 

physical activity: “the unconcerned, the opposed, 

and the approachable”. Strategies to change the 

attitudes and physical activity levels of all 

sedentary individuals may require diversification 

to match the differing requirements of different 

groups of sedentary individuals. 
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