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Message from DonnaE.Shalala
Secretary of Health and HumanServices

The United States has led the world in understanding and promoting the

benefits of physical activity. In the 1950s, we launchedthefirst nationaleffort to

encourage young Americans to be physically active, with a strong emphasis on

participation in team sports. In the 1970s, we embarked ona national effort to

educate Americans aboutthe cardiovascular benefits of vigorous activity, such.as

running and playing basketball. And in the 1980s and 1990s, we made break-

through findings about the health benefits of moderate-intensity activities, such as

walking, gardening, and dancing.

Now,with the publication of this first Surgeon General's report on physical

activity and health, which I commissioned in 1994, weare poised to take another

bold step forward. This landmark review ofthe research on physical activity and

health—the most comprehensive ever—hasthe potentialto catalyze a new physical

activity and fitness movementin the UnitedStates.It is a work ofreal significance,

on par with the Surgeon General’s historic first report on smoking and health

published in 1964.

This reportis a passportto goodhealth forall Americans.Its key findingis that

people ofall ages can improve the quality oftheir lives through lifelong practice

of moderate physical activity. You don’thaveto be training for the Boston Marathon

to derive real health benefits from physical activity. A regular, preferably daily

regimen of at least 30-45 minutes of brisk walking, bicycling, or even working

around the house or yard will reduce your risks of developing coronary heart

disease, hypertension, colon cancer, and diabetes. And if you're already doingthat,

you should consider picking up the pace: this report says that people whoare

already physically active will benefit even more by increasing the intensity or

duration of their activity.

This watershed report comes not a momenttoo soon. We have found that 60

percent—well over half—of Americans are not regularly active. Worse yet, 25

percent of Americans are not active atall. For young people—the future of our
country—physical activity declines dramatically during adolescence. These are
dangerous trends. We need to turn them around quickly, for the health of our

citizens and our country.
Wewill do so only with a massive national commitment—beginning now, on

the eve of the Centennial Olympic Games,with a true fitness Dream Team drawing

on the many forms of leadership that make up our great democratic society.
Families need to weave physical activity into the fabric of their daily lives. Health

professionals, in addition to being role models for healthy behaviors, need to
encouragetheirpatientsto get outoftheir chairs andstartfitness programstailored

to their individual needs. Businesses needto learn from what has workedin thepast



and promote worksite fitness, an easy option for workers. Community leaders need

to reexamine whether enough resources have been devoted to the maintenanceof
parks, playgrounds, community centers, and physical education. Schools and
universities need to reintroduce daily, quality physical activity as a key component

of a comprehensive education. And the media and entertainmentindustries need to
use their vast creative abilities to show all Americans that physical activity is
healthful and fun—in other words, thatit is attractive, maybe even glamorous!

We Americans always find the will to change when changeis needed.I believe
we can team upto create a new physical activity movementin this country. In doing
so, we will save precious resources, precious futures, and preciouslives. The time

foraction—andactivity—is now.



Foreword

This first Surgeon General's report on physicalactivity is beingreleased on the

eve of the Centennial Olympic Games—the premiere event showcasing the world’s

greatestathletes.It is fitting that the gamesare being held in Atlanta, Georgia, home

of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), thelead federal agency

in preparing this report. The games’ 100-year celebration also coincides with the

CDC’s landmark 50th year and withthe 40th anniversary of the President's Council

on Physical Fitness and Sports (PCPFS), the CDC’s partner in developing this

report. Because physicalactivity is a widely achievable meanstoa healthierlife, this

reportdirectly supports the CDC’s mission—to promote health and quality oflife

by preventing and controlling disease, injury, anddisability. Also clearis the link

to the PCPFS;originally establishedas part of a national campaignto help shape up

America’s younger generation, the Council continues today to promote physical

activity, fitness, and sports for Americansofall ages.

The Olympic Games represent the summit of athletic achievement. The

Paralympics, an international competition that will occur later this summerin

Atlanta, represents the peakof athletic accomplishmentfor athletes with disabili-

ties. Few of us will approach these levels of performance in our own physical

endeavors. The goodnewsin this reportis that we do not have to scale Olympian

heights to achievesignificanthealth benefits. We can improve the quality of ourlives

through a lifelong practice of moderate amounts of regular physical activity of

moderate or vigorous intensity. An active lifestyle is availabletoall.

Many Americans maybe surprised at the extent and strength of the evidence

linking physical activity to numerous health improvements. Most significantly,

regular physical activity greatly reduces the risk of dying from coronary heart

disease, the leading causeofdeathin the UnitedStates. Physicalactivity also reduces

the risk of developing diabetes, hypertension, and colon cancer; enhances mental

health; fosters healthy muscles, bonesandjoints; and helps maintain function and

preserve independencein older adults.

The evidence about whathelps people incorporate physicalactivity into their

lives is less clear-cut. We do know thateffective strategies and policies have taken

place in settings as diverse as physical educationclasses in schools, health promo-

tion programsat worksites, and one-on-one counseling by health care providers.

However, more needsto be learned about what helps individuals change their

physicalactivity habits and how changes in community environments, policies, and

social norms might support that process.

Supportis greatly needed if physicalactivity is to be increased in a society as

technologically advanced as ours. Most Americans today are spared the burden of

excessive physicallabor. Indeed, few occupations today require significant physical



activity, and most people use motorized transportationto get to work andto perform
routine errands andtasks. Evenleisure timeis increasingly filled with sedentary
behaviors, such as watchingtelevision, “surfing” the Internet, and playing video
games.

Increasing physicalactivity is a formidable public health challenge that we must
hasten to meet. The stakes are high, and the potential rewards are momentous:
preventing prematuredeath, unnecessary illness, anddisability; controlling health
care costs, and maintaining a high quality of life into old age.

David Satcher, M.D., Ph.D. Philip R. Lee, M.D.
Director Assistant Secretary
Centers for Disease Control for Health
and Prevention

Florence Griffith Joyner

Tom McMillen

Co-Chairs

President's Council on

Physical Fitness and Sports



Preface

from the Surgeon General

U.S. Public Health Service

1 am pleased to present the first report of the Surgeon General on physical

activity and health. For more than a century, the Surgeon General of the Public

Health Service has focusedthe nation’s attention on importantpublic health issues.

Reports from Surgeons General on the adverse health consequences of smoking

triggered nationwide efforts to preventtobaccouse. Reports on nutrition,violence,

and HIV/AIDS—to name but a few—have heightened America’s awareness of

important public health issues and have spawned major public health initiatives.

This new report, which is a comprehensive review of the available scientific

evidence about therelationship betweenphysical activity and health status, follows

in this notable tradition.

Scientists and doctors have known for years that substantial benefits can be

gained from regular physical activity. The expanding and strengthening evidence

on therelationship between physicalactivity and health necessitates the focusthis

report brings to this important public health challenge. Althoughthe science of

physical activity is a complex and still-developing field, we have today strong

evidenceto indicate that regular physicalactivity will provide clear and substantial

health gains.In this sense, the report is more than a summary of the science—itis

a nationalcall to action.

We mustgetserious about improvingthe health ofthe nation by affirming our

commitmentto healthy physicalactivity on all levels: personal, family, community,

organizational, and national. Because physical activity is so directly related to

preventing disease and premature death and to maintaininga high quality of life,

we must accordit the samelevelof attention that we give other importantpublic

health practices thataffect the entire nation. Physical activity thusjoins the front

ranks of essential health objectives, such as sound nutrition, the use of seatbelts,

and the prevention ofadverse health effects of tobacco.

The time for this emphasis is both opportune andpressing. As this report

makesclear, currentlevels of physical activity among Americans remainlow, and

we are losing groundin some areas. The good newsin the reportis that people can

benefit from even moderatelevels of physical activity. The public health implica-

tionsof this good newsurevast: the tremendoushealth gainsthat could be realized

with even partial success at improving physical activity among the American

people compel us to make a commitment and take action. With innovation,

dedication, partnering, and a long-term plan, we should be able to improve the

health and well-being of our people.



This reportis not the final word. More workwill need to be doneso that we can
determinethe mosteffective ways to motivate all Americansto participate ina level
of physicalactivity that can benefit their health and well-being. The challenge that

lies aheadis formidable but worthwhile. I strongly encourage all Americansto join
us in this effort.

Audrey F. Manley, M.D., M.P.H.

Surgeon General (Acting)
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