
 
 
 
 
Promoting  
Physical Activity at Work 
 
A Toolkit for Workplaces 
 
 



 

Physical Activity in the Workplace 
 
Lack of physical activity poses a major health issue. With the majority of Canadians spending half their waking 
hours at work, workplaces are a great place to incorporate physical activity opportunities for all employees.  
This toolkit contains information, resources, activities and tools from a variety of organizations to help get 
employees active while at work. Browse the following sections to find information and activities to add 
physical activity into your workplace…it’s as easy as 1, 2, 3. 
 

1. The Business Case for Physical Activity in the Workplace 
• Background and benefits 
• Strategies for active living at work 
• It’s as easy as 1, 2, 3 

 

2. Promote PA in the Workplace: Information and Education 
• Share information with employees and employers 
• Healthy living tips (for newsletters, paystub inserts, email distribution) 
• Presentations, videos and webinars available to workplaces 

 

3. Coffee Break Time…Make It an Active Recess Break! 
• Stretches for an active workplace 
• Active breaks 

 

4. Walk the Talk: Ideas to Help Employees Get Active at Work 
• Sample activities and resources to implement in the workplace 

 

5. Put it in Writing: Policies that Support Physical Activity in the Workplace 
• Policy options and samples 

 

6. Other Resources and Links 
• List of recommended resources and websites 

 
For more information, contact Elaine Fischer at 1-800-461-3348 ext. 3638 or efischer@nwhu.on.ca. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Northwestern Health Unit acknowledges the following organizations for the use of information and resources: 
Alberta Centre for Active Living, Halton Region, Waterloo Health Project, Lambton County Health Services,  
Manitoba in Motion, Public Health Agency of Canada 
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Physical Activity in the Workplace… 
It’s as easy as 1, 2, 3. 
 

The Business Case for Physical Activity in the Workplace 
15 million Canadians spend half of their waking hours at work. The latest Health Canada Population Health 
Survey shows people who are inactive at work are also inactive at home. Many say time is the biggest barrier 
to increasing physical activity. Because adults spend so much time at work, it’s a good place to promote 
physical activity.  
 

Fast Facts 
• Research indicates there may be increased costs for organizations that have physically inactive employees. 

Corporate wellness programs returned $1.95-$3.75 per employee per dollar spent.1  
• Most Canadians believe regular physical activity improves the ability to cope with and reduce stress (88%), 

increases productivity (87%), and helps them be more effective on the job (83 %) 2. 
• Active living at work is good for employees and good for business! 
 

How much physical activity should I be getting? 
• To achieve health benefits, adults aged 18-64 should accumulate at least 150 minutes of moderate to 

vigorous intensity aerobic physical activity, in bouts of 10 minutes or more. 
• Physical activity doesn’t have to be hard to make a difference to your health. Find an activity you like, find 

a friend, and get active your way, every day. 
• The time you need to spend on activity depends on the effort you put in. As the Canadian Physical 

Activity Guidelines say, “More physical activity provides greater health benefits.” 
 

Benefits of active living at work  
• Improved fitness and health  
• Improved productivity and morale  
• Improved job satisfaction and team spirit  
• Reduced employee absenteeism and turnover  
• Reduced workers’ compensation costs  
• Reduced claims against group benefit plans 
 

Benefits for you 
Physical activity will help you: 
• Feel more energetic, relax better, and cope with stress 
• Feel better about yourself and boost your mood 
• Improve your posture and balance 
• Strengthen your muscles and bones 
• Control your weight 
• Meet new people and connect with family and friends 
 
1Public Health Agency of Canada and the Canadian Council for Health  
and Active Living at Work's Business Case for Active Living at Work. 
2Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute, Physical Activity Monitor 

 
 

http://www.csep.ca/english/view.asp?x=804
http://www.csep.ca/english/view.asp?x=804


 
 

Ways to Get Your Workplace Moving 
 
It’s important to consider a variety of health promotion strategies when implementing physical activity in the 
workplace. There is no single solution to increasing physical activity. An effective approach will require 
multiple strategies to be implemented. Here are some ideas to try to increase physical activity at work:  
 

Promote Physical Activity in the Workplace 
• Set up information booths and provide healthy living information (posters, pamphlets, fact sheets). 
• Promote events and display messages in busy locations like the front entrance, bulletin boards, coffee 

rooms or restrooms. 
• Circulate a calendar or use payroll inserts highlighting community opportunities for active, healthy living. 
 

Teach People New Physical Activity Skills 
• Assess opportunities for physical activity at work with staff and identify ways to make improvements. 
• Provide Lunch & Learn opportunities  
• Tour a nearby fitness facility or visit local walking paths. 
• Start an exercise or walking program 
• Arrange for fitness appraisals or screenings, if possible. 
 

Make Physical Activity the Easy Choice at Work 
• Arrange to have pedometers available for staff. 
• Provide opportunities to try activities; rent a pool for a family fun day, a group cross-country ski, or golf 

lessons for beginners. 
• Plan events that focus on physical activity like Walk or Bike to Work Day, Stretch Break Week, Workplace 

Pedometer Challenge or Park & Walk a Block Month. 
• Establish a lunch hour walking club or buddy system for walking together. 
• Map walking routes near your workplace that take 10, 20, and 30 minutes. 
• Provide an area for employees to lock up bikes when they ride to work. 
• Allow exercise classes to run on-site. Use a paid instructor or reputable exercise video. Provide showers, 

locker rooms and exercise facilities where possible. 
 

Put it in Writing. Implement a Company Policy 
• Create a flex-time policy to exercise or attend programs during the work day (e.g. flex work hours so 

parents can walk children to school or attend fitness classes). 
• Create a subsidy to assist employees with recreation or sports costs. 
• Add stretch breaks during the work day. Train workers to lead active breaks or use email to post 

reminders for office workers. 
 



 
 

Information and Education 
 
Information is knowledge. Start by sharing information and resources with employees to get them thinking 
about the importance of physical activity. Raising awareness increases employees’ level of knowledge and 
interest.  
 

Tips and Resources for: 
• Newsletter inserts  
• Payroll inserts 
• Email distributions 
• Bulletin board notices 
• Information booths 
• Employee wellness packages 
 
Ready-to-Go Tips (documents attached)  
• Physical Activity Guidelines 
• Types of Physical Activity  
• Benefits of Physical Activity  
• Make Time for Physical Activity Every Day 
• Getting Active at Work  
• Ways to Get Moving 
• Find Your Favourite Physical Activity and Stick With It! 
• Walk Your Way to 10,000 Steps per Day! 
• Getting Active at Work 
• Payroll Insert 

 

Bulletin Board Information (documents attached) 
• Easy Ways to Start  
• Get Fit Where You Sit  
• Tips to Promote Positive Changes 
• Physical Activity Guidelines for Adults 
• Stretching in the Workplace 
• Tension Relief – It’s a Stretch 
 

Resources (order here) 
• Physical Activity Guidelines for Adults 
• Heart Smart Fitness Wheel 
• Getting Active for Life 
• Physical Activity Posters 
• Walking Posters 
  

http://www.nwohealthworks.org/online-order-form


 
 

Education and Presentations 
 
Assisting employees to develop the skills they need for physical activity will help them develop the 
confidence and know how to build in physical activity into their work day.  
 
Build the following sessions into a staff meeting or consider hosting a lunch and learn. A lunch and learn is an 
opportunity for employees to learn about healthy living over the lunch hour. Employees can bring their own 
lunch or a healthy lunch can be provided. 
 

Quick and Easy Demonstrations (click these links) 
• Yoga at your desk 
• Stretches in the Workplace 
• Stretching at your desk   
• Office Yoga 
• Exercising Your Hands and Wrists @ Your Desk 
 
Health Assessments in Your Workplace  
• For information the Northwestern Health Unit at 1-866-475-6505 

 
 

Videos (click links to view) 
• 23 and 1/2 hours: What is the single best thing we can do for our health?  
 
  

Presentations available upon request 
• Make the Move: Staying Physically Active at Work  
• Get Fit at Your Desk  
• Making Active Choices  
• Physical Activity and Stress 
  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=54SeLmVXBWA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=54SeLmVXBWA
http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/multimedia/lower-back-stretches/vid-20084701
http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/multimedia/lower-back-stretches/vid-20084701
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F2EzRJayAYE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F2EzRJayAYE
http://www.hrs.ualberta.ca/HealthandWellness/IndividualHealth/PersonalHealth/OfficeYoga/OfficeYogaSampleRoutines.aspx
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNtHfPDxB20
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNtHfPDxB20
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUaInS6HIGo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUaInS6HIGo


 
 

Workplace Policy: Put it in Writing 
 
People spend a significant amount of time at work. Workplaces need to create a corporate culture that 
encourages active living during and outside of business hours. There are both employer and employee 
benefits to introducing a physical activity policy in the workplace.  
 

Why Policy?  
A workplace physical activity policy has the potential to: 
• Create a work environment where physical activity is encouraged, supported and celebrated; 
• Demonstrate the value worksites place on physical activity and active lifestyles; 
• Educate employees about the many benefits of physical activity; 
• Change social/cultural norms (i.e. sitting for 8 hours a day) 
 

Low-cost Options 
• Encourage active breaks instead of coffee breaks. 
• Offer flex-time or flexible work arrangements for physical activity. Allow employees who exercise at lunch to 

make up any missed time by coming in earlier or staying later. 
• Introduce policies that aim to reduce prolonged sitting (e.g. avoid scheduling meetings over lunch, arrange 

breaks for meetings lasting longer than one hour, try walking or standing meetings).  
• Promote a casual-dress day. Employees who dress casually are found to be more physically active. 
• Advocate for an activity-friendly community (ensure amenities are within walking or biking distance) 
• Provide training to promote and create awareness of physical activity programs and policies to all staff 

(healthy meetings and events, active breaks). 
 

Long-term Investments 
• Include a physical activity account in your benefit plan to pay for or subsidize fitness memberships, 

assessments, classes, counseling or instruction.  
• Provide interest-free loans for employees to buy bicycles or sports equipment.  
• Conduct periodic surveys of staff physical activity preferences, and offer a variety of options to suit those 

interests and needs. 
• Hire qualified people to lead stretch breaks or physical activity programs or classes.  
• Provide child care and other family-friendly amenities during physical activities.  
• Encourage managers and senior staff to be physically active, as their active leadership role can be a positive 

influence on employees. 
 

Sample Policies 
• Investing in Physical Activity - A Toolkit for Policy Development 
• Sample Policy – Physical Activity at Work 
• Sample Policy – Healthy Meetings and Events 
• Sample Policy – Membership and User Fees 
• Sample Policy – Flex Time for Physical Activity 

 

http://www.hamilton.ca/NR/rdonlyres/7C1B3EDD-A6C2-4716-BFF9-91356F85770F/0/PhysicalActivityToolkit.pdf


 

Recommended Links: 
 
Are you looking for more information about physical activity in the workplace?  
 
1. Manitoba in Motion: Provincial Physical Activity Strategy  

A lot of great practical ideas 
 
2. Hamilton Healthy Workplaces- Wellness Champion Toolkit 

Weekly ideas for workplaces 
 
3. Alberta Centre for Active Living: Physical Activity @ Work  

User-friendly website with many hands-on ideas and resources. 
 
4. Region of Waterloo Public Health – Active Employees Active Workplaces 
 
5. Get In Motion at Work 
 
6. ParticipAction: Physical Activity for All 

Physical activity guidelines for children, youth, adults and seniors 
User-friendly information, tools & tips 

 
7. Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety: Active Living at Work 

General information on the importance of active living at work 
 
8. Public Health Agency of Canada: Business Case for Active Living at Work 

Best practices to try in your workplace 
  
9. Canadian Council for Health and Active Living at Work 

Resources, tools and expertise 
 

http://www.manitobainmotion.ca/workplaces/ideas/
http://workforceplanninghamilton.ca/publications/34
http://workforceplanninghamilton.ca/publications/34
http://www.centre4activeliving.ca/media/filer_public/a2/95/a2959a5c-569d-4f19-b54c-1c5f95fc44e2/2007-june-work.pdf
http://www.projecthealth.ca/project-health-resources/toolkit-active-employees-active-workplaces-promoting-supporting-physical-ac
http://winnipeginmotion.ca/why_get_in_motion.php?cat_id=5
http://winnipeginmotion.ca/why_get_in_motion.php?cat_id=5
http://www.participaction.com/
http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/psychosocial/active_living.html
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/alw-vat/index-eng.php
http://www.cchalw.ca/


 

Online Order Form 
 
Resources are available to workplaces to assist them with health and wellness initiatives. 
 

Click here to complete the online resource order form. 
 
We are only able to accommodate resource requests from addresses within our catchment area. If you are 
outside of this area, and would like to receive more information about our resources, please contact us.  
 
Please allow 2 weeks for delivery. 
 
 

 

http://www.nwohealthworks.org/online-order-form
http://nwohealthworks.org/nwhumap.pdf
mailto:%20%20llunny@nwhu.on.ca


