
What the physical activity community can do for climate action and
planetary health?

Reis, R., Hunter, R. F., Garcia, L., & Salvo, D. (2021). What the physical activity community can do for climate
action and planetary health? Journal of Physical Activity and Health. https://doi.org/10.1123/jpah.2021-0719

Published in:
Journal of Physical Activity and Health

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
Copyright 2021 Human Kinetics, Inc.
This work is made available online in accordance with the publisher’s policies. Please refer to any applicable terms of use of the publisher.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Download date:23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1123/jpah.2021-0719
https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/fd2ba4fb-2f6f-4c3a-a85b-74ebc73d4a9b


Title 

What the physical activity community can do for climate action and planetary health? 

 

Running head 

Physical activity, climate action and planetary health 

 

Key-words 

climate change, climate adaptation, public health, systems thinking, health promotion 

 

Article Type 

Commentary 

 

Word Count 

742 

 

Submission date 

November 4, 2021 

 

Authors 

Rodrigo Reis, PhD 

Prevention Research Center, Brown School, Washington University in Saint Louis, St Louis, 

MO, USA; Urban Management, Pontifical Catholic University of Parana, Curitiba, Brazil. 

reis.rodrigo@wustl.edu 

 

Ruth F. Hunter. PhD 



Centre for Public Health, Queen's University Belfast, Institute of Clinical Sciences B, Royal 

Victoria Hospital, Grosvenor Road, Belfast, BT12 6BJ, Northern Ireland, UK. 

ruth.hunter@qub.ac.uk. 

 

Leandro Garcia, PhD 

Centre for Public Health, Queen's University Belfast, Belfast, UK. 

 

Deborah Salvo, PhD 

Prevention Research Center, Brown School, Washington University in St Louis, St Louis, MO, 

USA. 

 

Funding 

This work was supported by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (number 

U48DP006395) and the Foundation for Barnes-Jewish Hospital. The findings and conclusions in 

this paper are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official positions of the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  



TEXT 

The philosopher Francis Bacon said that “in order for the light to shine so brightly, the 

darkness must be present”. The release of the Sixth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change1 and the 2021 report of the Lancet Countdown 

on health and climate change2 has made unequivocal that humankind’s darkest days are 

present and the chances for a brighter future for us are rapidly decreasing. The overwhelming 

evidence indicates that nearly all regions of the world are experiencing dramatic changes in 

weather and extreme climate events. Though human actions still have the potential to 

determine our future, the need to adapt the human existence to an already changed climate 

is also urgent. 

 

The call for a global action to promote at-scale physical activity strategies has made the case for 

communities to be physically active as a means of contributing to a more sustainable planet3. 

Recently, Salvo and co-authors4 showed in simulated scenarios that climate mitigation may 

benefit from multiple scale-up physical activity promotion strategies, largely due to shifts toward 

more active forms of travel and recreation. The global physical activity community has a major 

role to play in this regard. Unfortunately, adapting to a changing climate has rarely been 

considered in the context of physical activity promotion. Preparing physical activity 

infrastructures and policies for a warming world must be considered a priority as  physical 

activity inequities in some of the hottest and poorest countries will only deepen2. 

 

The need for preparing health policies and strategies to human-environment interactions has 

been obvious during the COVID-19 pandemic. Across the globe, countries, cities and 

communities have struggled to deliver their health programs while still addressing the 

urgency and the scale of the COVID-19 pandemic. Unfortunately, the lack of preparedness, 

capacity and the struggle to quickly adapt to a new reality has caused a major burden among 



the poorest, those already suffering from other chronic diseases and the elderly populations. 

That was also the case for physical activity, which when promoted and encouraged through 

adequate spaces and programs for active travel and recreation, particularly among those 

most in need, have helped to alleviate health and societal burdens of the pandemic. Hence, it 

is paramount that physical activity promotion strategies are ready to rapidly adapt for similarly 

disruptive events in the future. 

 

We argue that the health of the population and our collective behavior influence the health of 

the planet, and at the same time, the health of the planet influences our health – the 

relationship is bi-directional and symbiotic in nature. In essence, the health and well-being of 

the human population and of the whole planet cannot be disassociated. The physical activity 

community must better understand how climate change influences physical activity and 

subsequently population health, however, in tandem, it is imperative that any solutions to this 

(i.e. climate change) and many other public health challenges faced by the global physical 

activity community “cause no harm” to our planet, at the very least, and preferably, must 

substantially contribute towards climate change mitigation. Thus, we also must better 

understand the interdependencies between climate change, physical activity, population and 

planetary health. 

 

Viewing physical activity promotion through a systems-oriented lens, using systems-thinking 

principles and approaches and complexity science methods will help us identify solutions that 

promote physical activity and a range of health and societal benefits, avoid unintended 

consequences and harms to the health of people and the planet more widely, and that can 

adapt and respond to uncertain and changing future contexts. The physical activity 

community needs to learn how and act to develop and implement sustainable, orchestrated 

actions that push systemic shifts towards the future we all want. These solutions should also 



be guided by social innovations principles and practices, allowing communities to generate 

ideas and solutions collaboratively to adapt at-scale physical activity promotion strategies to a 

changing climate.  

 

Finally, it is paramount that physical activity promotion strategies are aligned with climate 

action commitments, such as by being carbon neutral, incorporating climate resiliency into all 

changes in physical activity infrastructure, incorporating the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change scenarios in physical activity action plans, considering equity a core value, 

and promoting physical activity to the most vulnerable populations so that they are protected 

from the ill-health impacts of a changing climate.  

 

The physical activity community has much to offer to climate action and planetary health, and 

thus we must engage more actively in the discussions and actions that are indispensable to 

ensure brighter days to all. 

 

References  

1. Masson Delmotte VP ZA, Pirani SL, Connors C, Péan S, Berger N, Caud Y, Chen L, 

Goldfarb MI, Gomis M, Huang K, Leitzell E, Lonnoy JBR,  Matthews TK, Maycock T, 

Waterfield O, Yelekçi R, Yu and B Zhou (eds.). . IPCC, 2021: Climate Change 2021: The 

Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Sixth Assessment Report 

of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. . 

2. Romanello M, McGushin A, Di Napoli C, et al. The 2021 report of the Lancet Countdown 

on health and climate change: code red for a healthy future. Lancet. 2021. 

3. Organization WH. Global action plan on physical activity 2018–2030: more active people 

for a healthier world. . In. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2018. 



4. Salvo D, Garcia L, Reis RS, et al. Physical Activity Promotion and the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals: Building Synergies to Maximize Impact. J Phys Act 

Health. 2021:1-18. 

 


