
Promoting physical
activity at work 

A guide for employers



Research has shown that the benefits of improving
health in the workplace include:

• increased motivation of employees and a better
working atmosphere, leading to more flexibility and
better communication;

• a reduction in absenteeism and staff turnover;

• increased quality of products and services, more
innovation and creativity, and a rise in productivity;

• improved public image of the company, making it
more attractive as an employer.

Physical activity is essential for good health and
contributes to positive wellbeing. Many of the
leading causes of disease and disability in our
society – such as coronary heart disease, stroke,
obesity, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, colorectal
cancer, stress, anxiety, osteoarthritis, osteoporosis
and lower back pain – are associated with physical
inactivity.  

In Northern Ireland at least 7 out of 10 people are
not physically active enough to benefit their health.
For general health benefit, adults should achieve a
total of at least 30 minutes a day of moderate
intensity physical activity on 5 or more days a week.
Moderate intensity activity is, for example, cycling,
swimming or brisk walking. This 30 minutes of
physical activity can be achieved either by doing all
the activity in one session, or through several bouts
of activity of 10 minutes or more.

Why promote physical activity at work?

Promoting
physical
activity is part
of promoting
health in the
workplace. 



The workplace is an important setting where
employees can increase their levels of activity to
benefit their health and protect against the most
common health problems.

• Employees who are physically active report less 
illness and recover more quickly from the illnesses 
they do get.

• Employees who engage in physical activity have
reported greater enjoyment of their work, improved
concentration and mental alertness, and improved
cooperation and rapport with colleagues.

• Being more physically active helps people to manage
stress, back pain, weight and medical conditions.  

Musculoskeletal disorders (including back pain) and
stress are the two leading causes of work-related
health problems. By increasing the physical activity
levels of employees, absenteeism and the other ill
health costs resulting from these common problems
can be reduced.

Any organisation, large or small, can take action to
promote physical activity and gain the benefits listed.
As an employer, you can make the healthier choice the
easier choice.

There are clear
benefits for
organisations
which have
physically
active
employees.



Being physically active is not just about sport or
formal exercise. Workplaces can be active places
without having to include a gym. There are many
simple ways to promote physical activity at work.

Employers could support or promote the following:

• walking to colleagues’ desks instead of using
internal telephones or email;

• taking the stairs instead of the lift;

• observing the recommendations for frequency of
breaks and using these breaks as opportunities
to be active;

• parking of cars at the far end of the car park;

• walking or cycling all or part of the way to and
from work;

• going for a walk at lunchtime;

• purchase of pedometers to measure the number
of steps taken in a day with the aim of achieving
10,000 steps a day, and even organising a
workplace pedometer challenge;

• taking part in events such as Bike to Work day
and local fun runs;

• organising a lunchtime activity group, eg walking,
cycling or swimming;

• organising a company sports team, eg football or
netball, to play matches against other local
workplace teams for motivation.

What action can be taken? 

Physical
activity levels
can be
increased
through
simple
activities and
changes.



Employers could provide information on physical
activity opportunities:

• local facilities, activities, groups, and clubs;

• the Highway to Health walking routes - an exercise
incentive scheme which provides signs placed at
1km intervals on popular walking routes. More
information is available at
www.nichsa.com/html/health/nireland.html

• the National Cycle Network in Northern Ireland - a
network which provides safe and convenient routes
for everyday transport and leisure journeys. More
information is available at www.sustrans.org.uk

• the Waymarked Ways Network - a network which
ranges in length from 32km to 65km with routes
fully marked. More information is available at
www.waymarkedways.com 

Employers could consider providing:

• flexible working arrangements to facilitate physical
activity;

• changing and shower facilities;

• a relaxed dress code for those cycling/walking to
work;

• cycle parking facilities;

• bicycles or cycling safety equipment. If an employer
provides an employee with a bicycle which is used
for work purposes the employer will not pay tax or
National Insurance Contributions on the cost of the
bike. Please contact HM Revenue and Customs for
further details;

• a cycle mileage allowance for staff cycling on
company business. 

By providing
information
and facilities
for employees,
your workforce
can be more
physically
active.



A workplace travel plan helps businesses and
organisations explore options to reduce car
dependency for commuter and business travel, and
promote transport choice. 

Some aspects of a workplace travel plan can also
encourage employees to be more physically active,
eg cycling and walking to and from work, for all or
part of the journey, provides an opportunity to fit
physical activity into daily life. In addition, looking at
other measures, eg public transport and flexible
working arrangements, can bring real benefit to
your business or organisation.  

The benefits of implementing a workplace travel
plan include:

• a reduced demand for car parking and the
associated costs;

• a reduction in the time and cost of staff stuck in
traffic jams;

• improvements to staff recruitment and retention
by making it easier and less expensive for staff to
get to and from work;

• improvements to corporate image with staff,
customers and suppliers.

Further information is available from
www.travelwiseni.com

Developing a workplace travel plan

This plan can
increase the
level of
physical
activity of
employees
and provide
business
benefits.



• Talk to local organisations which can help you
promote physical activity at work.

• Depending on the size of your organisation, set
up a working group.

• Consult, communicate and involve everybody in
your workplace including management,
employees and trade unions. 

• Establish what you already do and then discuss
options for what else you can do to support more
physical activity at work.  

• Develop a list of key actions or an action plan
which documents what you need to do.

• Incorporate physical activity within existing
policies or plans.

• Implement, monitor, review your plans and amend
if necessary.

Key steps for action

For successful
change,
consult,
communicate
and plan.



Health Promotion Agency for Northern Ireland
18 Ormeau Avenue, Belfast BT2 8HS. 
Tel: 028 9031 1611 (voice/minicom). Fax: 028 9031 1711.
www.healthpromotionagency.org.uk

11/05

For information leaflets on promoting physical activity, contact
the central health promotion resource service in your local
Health and Social Services Board area. Details can be found at
www.healthpromotionagency.org.uk 

For advice on physical activity and local opportunities, contact
your local council, tourist information centres or the physical
activity coordinator in your local Health and Social Services
Board area.  

These websites may also be useful sources of information:
www.bhf.org.uk
www.countrysiderecreation.com
www.forestserviceni.gov.uk
www.nichsa.com/html/health/nireland.html 
www.roadsni.gov.uk
www.sustrans.org.uk
www.travelwiseni.com
www.waymarkedways.com

Help is at hand


