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We read with interest Straker et al.’s editorial1 arguing how a focus on leisure-time physical activity is 

socially biased, and that designing jobs with the right amount and nature of physical activity can correct those 

biases. We offer here three counter points to encourage a wider discussion of this very relevant and 

important topic. 

Our first point is centred on the fact that Straker et al. compared two different types of physical activity 

promotion strategies. They wrote that “public health messaging has focused largely on increasing leisure 

time physical activity”, but suggested changes in how work is designed – largely a structural change – could 

correct socioeconomic biases. We posit the following: 

a) For communication campaigns to be effective, the target audience must have the opportunities 

and means to act upon the information they receive, regardless of being in the leisure or work 

domain. People from lower socioeconomic backgrounds usually occupy jobs they have less control 

over,2 including on when and how to incorporate physical activity, and thus communication 

campaigns to change work physical activity would also likely be socioeconomically biased in favour 

of privileged higher socioeconomic groups.  

b) The same logic applied by Straker et al. to structural changes in how work is designed can be 

applied to structural changes to support leisure-time physical activity for all. Additionally, these 

changes can benefit those who are not part of the labour market, helping to reduce other social 

inequalities in health. 

Secondly, Straker et al. suggest that we should design “jobs with the ‘just right’ amount and nature of 

physical activity.” We do agree that jobs should not harm people’s health, including by avoiding too much or 

too little physical activity, and efforts to ensure “just right” physical activity at work should be encouraged 

and promoted. However, optimal work re-design might not be feasible in all cases, not implemented at the 

same extent across companies or jobs, or be difficult to regulate and enforce given the number of different 

jobs and work environment types. Moreover, people in more vulnerable job conditions – who also tend to 

be part of more vulnerable socioeconomic groups – might have less power to negotiate improvements in 

their work conditions. Therefore, attempts to design jobs with the “just right” amount and nature of physical 

activity might unintendedly widen socioeconomic inequalities in health. One can always argue that designing 

jobs with the “just right” work physical activity will not widen socioeconomic inequalities in health if done 

right. But the same argument applies to actions to promote leisure-time physical activity. 

Thirdly, the approach suggested by Straker et al. does not address the uneven distribution of agency 

and control people have over their physical activity levels, as the right “amount and nature” of work physical 

activity is defined by design. This is not different from what happens nowadays, as workers usually do not 

have control over the (often harmful) physical demands of their jobs. However, those in more vulnerable job 

(and socioeconomic) conditions have their agency, at and outside work, significantly more curtailed, 

contributing to systematic health disparities.3 Alternatively, reducing work and commuting hours (while 

keeping wages at levels sufficient to sustain a decent life) would help to give back agency to people over their 



physical activity: when, where, what type, how long for, how intense, and with whom they want to do it 

(assuming equal access and opportunities are provided to all). 

Socioeconomic disparities in leisure-time physical activity practice are well documented, as pointed 

out by Straker et al. But shifting the focus to the work domain will very likely not resolve the problem.  A day-

long approach that acknowledges that physical activity is a complex behaviour4 and that seeks opportunities 

across domains,5 in light of social justice principles,3,6 is needed. The crux of the matter is the unequal 

distribution of resources, access, and opportunities across our communities, and these disparities are 

inextricably linked to our physical activity at and outside work (i.e., in the leisure, travel, and home domains). 

Any physical activity promotion strategies can widen socioeconomic inequalities in health if intentional and 

sustainable actions tailored to those groups and localities most in need and that close the inequality gap are 

not implemented. 
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