
 
  

Working  to become active 
Increasing physical activity in the Canadian workplace 

 

Providing supportive programming 
for physical activity at work 
 
Physical activity programming in the workplace can 
be an effective means of increasing physical activity 
in workers for both the short and long term.1,   2 The 
2007-08 Opportunities for Physical Activity at Work 
Survey explores the availability of and access to 
physical activity programming in Canadian 
workplaces. 
 
Fitness programs at work Relatively few Canadian 
companies report fitness programs at work.  
Approximately one fifth of mid-to-large sized 
companies (having 50 or more employees) offer 
access to fitness testing or physical activity 
counselling (27%) and to group exercise programs 
such as walking clubs on-site (23%). In addition, 16% 
of these companies offer seasonal programs that 
encourage year-long participation, and 14% offer 
individual fitness programs.  
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Region Companies in Quebec report less access to 
group exercise programs than companies elsewhere, 
and are also less likely to provide access to fitness 
testing or physical activity counselling than the 
national average and specifically than those located in 
Ontario and the West.
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Workplace characteristics The availability of 
programs at work is generally more prevalent in larger 
companies. For example, both group exercise 
programs and fitness testing or counselling are offered 
in about 20% of small-to-mid sized companies (with 
20-99 employees), whereas they are offered by half of 
the largest companies (1000 or more employees). A 
similar pattern occurs for individual fitness programs; 
however, companies with 500-999 employees are 
more likely than small companies to offer seasonal 
programs. Companies with a predominantly female 
workforce (≥50% of employees) are more likely to 
offer group exercise programs such as running or 
walking clubs than those that have fewer women. 
Workplaces that have a predominately labour-based 
workforce (≥50% of employees) are more likely 
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than those with fewer such positions to offer group 
exercise programs, fitness testing or physical activity 
counselling, and seasonal physical activity programs. 
Conversely, companies that have a greater proportion 
of professionals (≥50%) are more likely to offer group 
exercise programs on-site and seasonal programs to 
encourage physical activity. There are no differences 
in the likelihood of offering these types of fitness 
programs at work by location of the company (inner 
city, suburban, or rural). 
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Inclusiveness of, and access to, programming 
Among mid-to-large companies with programs, most 
full-time employees (82%) can access on-site physical 
activity amenities (equipment, facilities, and 
programs). The majority of these are also accessible to 
part-time employees (79%). Access is more limited 
among contract workers (44%), employees’ children 
(33%), and other family members (35%). These 
companies also provide access to such amenities to 
retired employees (30%) and to other members of the 
community (21%). Most mid-to-large companies 
allow access after work (74%), during lunch (72%), 
before work (67%), or on weekends (69%). About 
four in ten companies (42%) permit use of these 
during work hours.  
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Region Workplaces in Ontario and the West are more 
likely than those in Quebec to permit access to 
programs by their full-time staff. Companies in the 
Quebec are less likely than those in Ontario, Western 
and Northern Canada to provide access to programs 
among part-time workers.  Workplaces in Quebec are 
less likely than the average Canadian workplace to 
report access by full-time and part-time workers 
Companies in the West are more likely to provide 
access to employees’ families than those in Quebec 
and Ontario. Open access to other members of the 
community does not differ by region. Among 
companies with programs, those in the West are more 
likely than those in Ontario to provide access during 
work hours. Those in Quebec are less likely than 
average to provide access both before and after work; 
Quebec companies are less likely than those in 
Ontario, the West, and the North to provide access 
after work, and are less likely than all other regions to 
provide access before work. Companies in the West 
and North are more likely than the average Canadian 
company, and specifically than those in Quebec and 
Ontario to permit access on weekends.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

INCLUSIVENESS OF PROGRAMS 
by employee gender, 2007-08 
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Workplace characteristics The largest companies 
(with 1000 or more employees) are more likely than 
those with fewer than 500 employees to permit access 
to programs by full-time or part-time workers and to 
provide access after work or in the evenings.  
Workplaces with a predominately female (≥50%) 
workforce and those with mainly professional (≥50%) 
positions are more likely to allow other members of 
the community to use the company’s physical activity 
equipment or facilities, or to participate in physical 
activity programs. Companies with mainly labour 
positions are less likely than others, and those with 
mainly professional positions are more likely, to 
report that access to physical activity opportunities is 
open to full-time, part-time, and contract workers. 
Companies with predominantly labour positions are 
also less likely than others to provide access before 
work, during lunch, and after work or in the evenings. 
Companies with mainly professional positions are 
more likely than others to provide access after work or 
in the evenings. 
 

INCLUSIVENESS OF PROGRAMS 
by certain professions, 2007-08 
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Trends in availability and access to fitness 
programming Since 2003, the availability of group 
exercise programs has increased among companies 
with 100 to 249 employees. Similarly, the availability 
of fitness testing or physical activity counselling has 
also increased over time among companies with 100 
or more employees. The availability of individual 
fitness programs and seasonal programs has not 
changed since 2003. Employee access among 
companies with on-site physical activity amenities 
(equipment, facilities, and programs) has decreased 
since 2003 for full-time (all company sizes) and part-
time employees (among companies with fewer than 
100 employees), but has increased for employees’ 
children in companies with fewer than 100 employees. 
Also, there has been an increased access to programs 
during lunch and after work or in the evening for 
companies with 100 or more employees. 
 
Region. The availability of fitness testing and physical 
activity counselling has increased over time in 
companies with 50 or more employees in Western 
Canada. There are no regional differences with the 
availability of individualized or group fitness 
programs or seasonal programs over time. Access to 
company fitness programs within region has changed 
since 2003; namely, full-time employee access has 
decreased over time in all regions. Employees’ 
children in Western companies are now more likely to 
have access than they were in 2003. The times that 
programs are available has increased over time, in that 
there have been increases in the availability of 
opportunities after work or in the evenings in Quebec, 
Ontario, and Western Canada. 
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Recommendations for action Fitness programs are 
the most common type of workplace health program, 
and although only 29% of surveyed worksites with 
100 or more employees offer them,3 research indicates 
that they can be effective in increasing physical 
activity,4,5 increasing worker productivity, and 
reducing short term disability workdays.6 In addition, 
workplaces can: 
 
•Motivate inactive workers Given that active 

employees are more likely to participate in physical 
activity programs at work and to use group 
discounts and subsidies, the provision of targeted 
or individualized instruction or counselling may 
prove useful for encouraging inactive employees to 
do the same. Using a population health perspective, 
the largest gains to the public system can be made 
by getting inactive adults to increase their activity 
levels while at the same time reinforcing active 
individuals to become even more active.7 These 
gains potentially translate into workplace benefits 
of reduced absenteeism and increased productivity. 

 
•Provide a variety of opportunities Formal fitness 

programs offer more structured, rather than 
incidental, physical activity opportunities. In order 
to increase opportunities to be active among those 
who do not currently participate, workplaces could 
consider promoting a broad range of opportunities 
that appeal to both those who prefer team activities 
and those who prefer individual activities. 
Workplaces can offer easy and low-cost activities 
which can be integrated into daily life, such as 
walking at lunch.8 Larger companies could 
encourage or facilitate the formation of recreational 
clubs such as ski or softball clubs. Smaller 
companies could investigate local community 
recreational clubs or opportunities for team sports 
for their employees (cross-country leagues within 
an industrial park or entering a team in a nearby 
community recreation league). 

 
•Be inclusive As these findings show, company 

programs could be open to all: to full-time and 
part-time workers, to contract workers, to retired 
workers, and to employees' families. As members 
of the local community, large and small companies 
could look to community programs to enlarge the  
 

 
type of opportunities accessible to their employees. 
Reciprocally, companies can open their programs 
to members of the community more generally. 
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