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Introduction: This analytical essay invites the physical activity community to move beyond counting
minutes and explore the context in which physical activity occurs. Objective: To advocate for a recon-
textualization of research frameworks and guidelines. Current frameworks - habitual, ecological, and
structural - often reinforce North-centric assumptions and insufficiently address oppressions such
as racism, patriarchy, and homophobia. Development: This essay advocates for the need to confront
systemic power structures in the pursuit of a more nuanced understanding of physical activity within
frameworks and guidelines, particularly by incorporating knowledge from the Global South and
addressing the domain issue. Final considerations: Ultimately, this essay calls for an equity approach
to physical activity and health, one that addresses the systemic barriers that have historically excluded
marginalized groups from engaging in physical activity that is safe, enjoyable, and dignified.

Keywords: Diversity; Equity; Inclusion; Exercise; Health promotion.
RESUMO

Introdugio: O ensaio analitico convida a comunidade da atividade fisica a ir além da contagem de minutos
e a explorar o contexto no qual o movimento ocorre. Objetivo: Advogar por uma recontextualizagio dos

modelos de pesquisa e das diretrizes vigentes. Os modelos atuais — habitual, ecoldgico e estrutural — fre-
quentemente reforcam parimetros norte-céntricos e abordam de forma insuficiente opressoes como o racismo,
o patriarcado e a homaofobia. Desenvolvimento: O presente ensaio enfatiza a necessidade de confrontar es-
truturas de poder em busca de uma compreensiao mais contextualizada da atividade fisica, particularmente
ao incorporar conhecimentos do Sul Global e ao considerar a questio dos dominios. Consideragies finais:
Por fim, o ensaio clama por uma abordagem de equidade na atividade fisica e na saiide, que contemple as
barreiras sistemdticas que historicamente excluiram grupos sociais do acesso a prdticas de atividade fisica
seguras, prazerosas e dignas.

Palavras-chave. Diversidade; Equidade; Inclusao; Exercicio fisico; Promogdo da sadide.

Introduction

immediate social and physical environments where

In this analytical essay, we invite the physical activity
community to move beyond the conventional focus on
“counting minutes” and instead consider the broader
context surrounding physical activity. We aim to advo-
cate for a recontextualization of research frameworks
and guidelines. By “context”, we refer not only to the

physical activity takes place, but also to the larger
structural forces — the systems of power and oppres-
sion, such as racism, patriarchy, and homophobia - that
impact people’s experiences, access to resources, and
opportunities™?. These systems not only affect partic-
ipation but also shape the potential to benefit from
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physical activity, particularly among socially disadvan-
taged groups'™.

Existing guidelines predominantly emphasize the
amount of physical activity - how many minutes of
physical activity should be undertaken®”. We argue this
approach is problematic, as it assumes equality of life
chances and overlooks the environmental and social
factors that shape access and opportunities for partic-
ipation in different physical activity domains. Most ex-
isting conceptual frameworks rely on the promotion of
any physical activity, regardless of the domains in which
it takes place, including leisure, domestic activities, work,
and commuting. In this essay, we emphasize the impor-
tance of the context of movement by highlighting the
social markers that intersect within each domain®**,
Most crucially, the recommendations overlook the sys-
temic oppression affecting how people experience and
benefit from the different domains of physical activi-
ty. Persistent patterns of inequality in physical activity
and health worldwide cannot be effectively addressed
without considering the social, historical, and political
contexts in which physical activity occurs. Recent stud-
ies have debated the health consequences of physical
activity by considering different domains rather than
total physical activity alone. For instance, concerning
mental health outcomes, studies have revealed that dis-
tinct domains of physical activity are linked to difterent
mental health outcomes®!’. This has political implica-
tions when it comes to deciding which types of physical
activity to promote, as well as biological implications, as
physical activities practiced in a certain domain might
not have the same beneficial effects as compared to ac-
tivities practiced in other domains.

To highlight the limitations of existing guidelines
on total physical activity, consider the photos used by
the World Health Organization (WHO) to illustrate
physical activity (Figure 1). While all individuals pic-
tured have “access” to physical activity, the health ben-
efits derived from these diverse practices are doubtful®.
If the context in which physical activity occurs is con-
sidered (rather than the number of minutes spent be-
ing active), it becomes clear that individuals in panels
A and B are engaging in physical activity out of neces-
sity (for work) rather than as a voluntary choice. Some
of the work activities depicted in the panels may also
involve the violation of basic human rights or reflect
forms of oppression and inequities that are known to
affect health negatively?*. Thus, simply counting min-
utes of physical activity cannot be assumed to produce

Figure 1 - Presents a selection of images sourced from the WHO

website. Panel A (above) shows people engaging in vigorous inten-
sity activities. Panel B (below) shows people engaging in moderate
intensity activities.

Source: Physical activi
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the same health outcomes for all. Recommendations
based solely on this metric are too superficial to incor-
porate the issue of context.

Research frameworks in physical activity:
a call to diversity

Scholars have drawn on various models to explain why
some individuals are more physically active than others.
In this piece, we discuss three such models: the habit-
ual, structural, and ecological models. First, the habitu-
al model views physical activity as a habitual behavior
that people develop over time and perform regularly
under stable circumstances'>". From this perspective,
physical activity is perceived as being regulated by in-
dividual differences, including motivations, attitudes
toward physical activity, and lifestyle preferences. For
example, scholars adopting the habitual model suggest
that women’s lower participation in physical activity
is often due to their view of sports as “tiresome” and
“masculine,” leading to a greater preference for non-
sport activities'*'. Similarly, scholars focusing on the
racial minorities and immigrants in Western coun-
tries suggest that their lower participation in physical
activity is often linked to factors such as self-efficacy
and individual motivation'®. In line with the habitual
models, public policies and interventions promoting
physical activity tend to focus on individual motiva-
tions and self-regulatory behaviors. The Public Health
Agency of Canada'®, for example, advises people to
make healthier choices, including getting and staying
physically active, with a campaign message that “Be-
ing active doesn’t have to be difficult. Getting started is
easier than you think.”

Alternatively, the structural model suggests that
whether people can stay physically active or not is often
out of their control. Structural factors such as socioeco-
nomic inequality, racism, neighborhood disorder, and
institutional arrangements often affect equitable access
to physical activity participation'®®. In this perspec-
tive, differences in physical activity reflect structural
inequalities. Explaining women’s lower physical activ-
ity levels, for example, scholars adopting the structural
perspective argue that gender norms and expectations
and gender-based violence often affect women’s access,
time, or sense of safety for engaging in physical activ-
ity?'. Similarly, racialized minorities and immigrants
are often less likely to be physically active than their
counterparts as they are more likely to live in disadvan-
taged neighborhoods?, work in precarious, low-waged

jobs that lack economic security®, and experience dis-
crimination that can affect their social and econom-
ic participation, or their capacity to use public spaces
for activity such as exercising outdoors*. Following
the structural model, public policies and interventions
promoting physical activity tend to address structur-
al factors such as providing safe, accessible, affordable,
and appropriate spaces and places®.

A third widely used model is the ecological model,
which explores interrelationships between individuals
and their social and physical environments®. Sever-
al studies using the socio-ecological model draw on
both habitual and structural frameworks in explaining

27,28

physical activity patterns®”*®. For example, examining

the effect of race on physical activity, Koshoedo et al*
identify four major barriers to physical activity among
black and minority ethnic groups in the United King-
dom (UK), including individuals’ perceptions, cultural
expectations, personal barriers, and limited access to fa-
cilities. Similarly, a systematic review by Joseph et al*®
shows that the most common barriers to physical activ-
ity among African American women across the United
States of America (USA) include both habitual factors
(e.g., lack of motivation and concern with physical ap-
pearance) and structural factors (e.g., family responsi-
bilities, cost, neighborhood safety, and lack of facilities).

All three models (habitual, structural, and ecolog-
ical) share a striking similarity: their assumptions are
predominantly north-centric*=2, not only because they
are published from countries in the Global North, but
also because they don’t take into account the diversity of
knowledge, geopolitics, and sociocultural issues in oth-
er parts of the world. There is an abstract universalism
in knowledge, a kind of particularism that establishes
itself as hegemonic due to the longstanding tradition
of scientificism (based on Global North knowledge),
a particular way of doing science rooted in neutrali-
ty, and initially shaped by the Eurocentrism?+23°. The
Global North frameworks set the direction of research
and guidelines for physical activity worldwide; howev-
er, the systems of oppression, such as racism, neoliber-
alism, homophobia, and patriarchy, are rarely addressed
in these models.

Indeed, the growing literature from the Glob-
al South emphasizes the importance of decolonizing
the field of physical activity>**. 'The repositioning of
physical activity would bring diverse local knowledge
from the Global South into dialogue with hegemonic
knowledge, thereby moving the research agenda and
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guidelines. Confronting oppression would also be in-
cluded in this agenda.

Latin American scholars have proposed a lens of
epistemic, theoretical, and political decoloniality to
understand and act in the world in the face of the per-
manence of global coloniality at different levels?**%.
One of the central issues of decoloniality is knowledge,
as colonization in the field of expertise is a product of a
long process of coloniality”. However, it also acts com-
plexly in terms of being and power, both in its warlike
and economic forms, but above all in its racial form.
Decoloniality critically reflects on scientific assump-
tions of time, space, knowledge, and subjectivity as key
areas of human experience”. Maldonado-Torres® ar-
gues that (colonial) worldviews are not only sustained
by power, such as military power, but also trigger var-
ious forms of agreement and consent, because subjec-
tivity is common to the dimensions of knowledge, be-
ing, and power.

Decoloniality does not propose a new universalism;
instead, it assumes the need for the body-geopolitical
affirmation of thought®, that all knowledge comes
from somewhere, from certain bodies, with a history
and a context, indicating the presences, whether In-
digenous, black, African, Asian, Latin American, or
other, in power structures. This requires horizontal
relations and dialogues; the European perspective, for
example, would be positioned as particular, not univer-

sal. For Bernardino-Costa et al?

, race is a structuring
dimension of modernity and coloniality. By proposing
to avoid the production of ‘disembodied” knowledge,
decoloniality affirms the relevance of knowledge pro-
duced from lived experiences. The framework for phys-
ical activity may need this look, rather than a “global”
model, which is merely replicated.

Another valuable tool that is coherent with the pro-
duction of knowledge and positions, and recognizes
lived experience, is intersectionality. Collins and Bilge'
explain that intersectionality examines how overlap-
ping power relations shape social structures and in-
fluence individual experiences in everyday life. It con-
siders how social categories, such as race, class, gender,
sexual orientation, nationality, and ethnicity, interact
in complex and often mutually reinforcing ways. This
perspective is particularly valuable in understanding
how social backgrounds influence individuals’ oppor-
tunities, barriers, and experiences related to physical
activity participation. Intersectionality has increasingly
informed inequity-focused analyses in physical activity

research’®¢3%. A recent Canadian study™”, for instance,
finds that immigrants are not uniformly less physically
active than non-immigrants; instead, physical activity is
only lower among immigrants who are also non-white.

These views on decolonizing and intersectionality
offer valuable perspectives to enhance our understand-
ing of physical activity frameworks in diverse contexts.
Cida Bento, a Brazilian scholar, developed the concept
of the narcissistic pact of whiteness®. An unspoken
pact that keeps the same segment of people, usual-
ly white males, in positions of power in institutions,
whether in corporations, public organizations, or civil
society. Without acknowledging the global and local
ways in which race, gender, colonial relationships, and
other structures of power shape the possibilities for
knowledge and action, we cannot fully understand why
physical activity patterns differ across social categories.

Guidelines of physical activity: the
problem with “every movement counts”
The established recommendation for physical activity
is based on the statement that “every move counts to-
wards better health™. The WHO document acknowl-
edges that there is less evidence from low- and mid-
dle-income countries and economically disadvantaged
communities, although it addresses the recommen-
dations to a global community. The physical activity
recommendation is based on the total minutes spent
in four domains: leisure, transportation, work, and
household.

Although the WHO minute guideline is often
viewed as a universal benchmark for the global com-
munity, it should be approached with caution, as it
lacks contextual sensitivity. For instance, the domain of
occupational physical activity may not offer the same
health benefits as leisure-time physical activity. Pro-
longed occupational physical activity under physically
demanding conditions can have adverse health effects.
The current one-size-fits-all minute recommendation
may unfairly harm certain social groups and inadver-
tently contribute to widening health disparities. This
is particularly concerning given that occupational
physical activity is more prevalent among lower-in-
come populations, while leisure-time physical activity
is more accessible to those with higher socioeconomic
status®®. In contemporary times, access to work occurs
in very different ways. Some countries have high un-
employment rates. In others, although employment
rates have increased considerably, employment is often
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insecure, with few labor rights?. This is an urgent social
issue that inevitably affects physical activity, whether
for work or leisure. For many populations, there is a
lack of leisure time, as social groups accumulate work-
ing hours in different positions. This working context
does not constitute an environment conducive to the
promotion of health-promoting physical activity, and
these individuals will continue to experience a lack of
time and suitable conditions for leisure activities. For
families living with social vulnerability, access to work
and adequate food will take precedence over physical
activity. These are just a few of the contextual factors
that influence the promotion of physical activity in re-
lation to human rights and health.

Therefore, the guidelines should include not only
the total number of minutes, but also the context, such
as the domain of the movement, which is essential in
this discussion. In Brazil, leisure-time physical activi-
ty is low among poor and black populations but high
during work or transportation®***. A dilemma arises if
the recommendations and research only assume overall
physical activity, because pleasant, safe, and worthwhile
physical activity is only available to a few privileged
individuals.

In our view, one way to adequately encompass
the context of physical activity is to pursue a recom-
mendation that seeks a purpose in itself, rather than
viewing physical activity as just a means to other pro-
ductive activities, such as doing household chores and
the expenditure of energy associated with work. Lei-
sure-time physical activity is related to diverse, will-
ful, and emancipatory activities. Salvo et al’® presented
the necessity-versus choice-based model and avoided
dealing with physical activity at work and home. For
the transport domain, they emphasized that promo-
tion efforts must focus on improving the safety, aes-
thetics, efficiency, and dignity conditions®. Knuth et al?
point out that, in Brazil, worthwhile physical activity
in transportation is practically a mirage and also carries
racialized attributes to the detriment of the country’s
poorest population® Transport-related physical activity
is the most complex domain, and the issue of context
is indispensable.

The transport sector has been a key target for phys-
ical activity interventions, particularly in urban areas of
high-income countries, despite the limited robust evi-
dence for the health benefits of such interventions*:*.
The rationale is that much motorized everyday travel,
including commuting and local leisure activities, can

be easily replaced with ‘active travel,” essentially walk-
ing and cycling. In theory, successful interventions to
encourage active travel present a triple-win for public
health: maximizing opportunities for physical activity
has potential co-benefits of reducing air pollution and
addressing the community severance often associated
with car-based transport systems. However, one rea-
son for the limited evidence of success so far might
well be the methodological, social, and political lim-
itations of over-emphasizing minutes of movement as
both an outcome and a mechanism. This has, to date,
risked exacerbating transport and health inequalities,
and shifting attention and resources away from inter-
ventions that might have a more equitable impact on
health and wellbeing.

First, in many settings, transport mode choice is
intricately tied to material, social, and cultural factors,
meaning that neither the opportunity to choose nor
the attractiveness of active modes is equitably distrib-
uted. In urban centers of high income countries where
the majority of cyclists are the more advantaged cit-
izens, for instance, investing resources in more cycle
routes does not necessarily widen the appeal of cycling:
it can gentrify neighborhoods, further excluding racial-
ized populations, as Sheller* documented in Philadel-
phia, USA; or foster greater mobility for those already
advantaged by their social position, as documented in
London, UK, by Steinbach et al* where cycling was
disproportionately a mode choice for affluent, white,
men. The spread of bike-sharing systems in high-in-
come urban settings tends to benefit the already privi-
leged, doing little for those excluded from other modes
of transport®. There is also evidence that infrastructure
for cycling may make other modes, such as walking,
which is more likely to be undertaken by less advan-
taged citizens, more dangerous™.

There is insufficient evidence on whether such ef-
fects are short-lived, and how prioritization of modes
used (currently) by a minority of citizens shifts the sys-
tem as a whole and the meaning of travel modes, but
at least in the short and medium term, increasing the
average minutes spent by urban elites cycling may have
a limited impact on broader public health goals.

Second, a focus on ‘active’ travel modes and min-
utes in the guidelines of physical activity underplays
the significant public health inequalities that still exist
in transport access. In many low and middle-income
country settings, car transport remains a goal for the
poorest, who struggle with inadequate transport infra-
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structure”, limited public transport access, and increas-
ingly motorized transport systems. The car remains
positioned as desirable, signifying safety, accessibility,
and prestige. In middle- and low-income countries,
the poorest and women remain systematically excluded
from equitable access to transport®, and development
needs, often framed by colonial modernity, may be tied
to new motorized transport infrastructure, rather than
a more pleasant urban environment for walking and
cycling®. Without considerable investment in making
public transport accessible and efficient, private motor-
ized transport will remain a goal for many. In such con-
texts, the long distances that may need to be walked are
not health-promoting — they are likely to be exhaust-
ing, dangerous, and health-damaging, particularly for
those who are most likely to be excluded from other
transportation options.

'Thirdly, the context of physical activity means that
the health impact of the same activity may differ for
individuals in different circumstances. Thus, for ex-
ample, Chaufan et al*® discuss the continued focus on
walking to school programs in the USA to address the
effects of child poverty on obesity, despite the evidence
that associations often went in unexpected directions
(that is, for poor children, higher rates of active travel
were associated with higher Body Mass Index). There
is, they note, typically a blind spot in public health,
whereby the causal effects of poverty itself are forgot-
ten: more biking and walking is unlikely to improve
the health of the poorest. Where walking is a leisure
choice, it fosters mental and physical health; where
it is a necessity for transportation due to the lack of
other options, it can erode health®. A recent analysis
advocated walking and cycling as means of transport
in Brazil. The authors acknowledge that transport costs
remain high and unequal, and recommend cross-sec-
tional and long-term studies to inform public policy’.

Therefore, the guidelines should highlight the
differences in context between physical activity do-
mains®**
ing “every movement counts,” promoting a critical and
socially conscious perspective. In this regard, findings
from the Middle East and North Africa regions are
relevant™, where a lack of suitable sports facilities, time,
social support, and motivation, as well as gender and
cultural norms, harsh weather, and a hot climate, are

and reconsider the logic behind encourag-

commonly reported barriers to physical activity. Cities
in transitioning environments in India provide insights
into how people perceive the need for interventions to

improve the diets and physical activity levels of ado-
lescents®®. Although this study is grounded in a Bra-
zilian context, it calls for reflection and investment in
research across the Global South.

Final considerations

To promote physical activity and health, shifting from
minutes to contexts would involve guidelines that es-
tablish a sense of social justice concerning movement,
recognizing that physical activity in different domains
has distinct implications for social groups. The context
we refer to includes the need for models of physical ac-
tivity that identify and confront oppression that limits
access to meaningful physical activity for historically
excluded groups. Who is willing to trade places with
people who can only access activities through commut-
ing, housework, and work?

It is essential to remember that a family’s priorities
may include addressing food insecurity, finding a job,
or working double or triple shifts to make ends meet.
Travel to and from work or other responsibilities may
be long, tiring, unhealthy, and violent. Available public
spaces may be scarce or dilapidated. Violence may be a
constant variable, ranging from urban violence to war-
like conflicts. Housing may be in precarious conditions
with no sanitation. Formal education may be far away,
even in the early stages of life. These factors are at stake
for various social groups; therefore, it is imperative to
consider physical activity in this context.

Models that seek to understand physical activity
fluctuate between three perspectives: habitual, struc-
tural, and ecological. We have suggested that currently,
all three fail to acknowledge these contextual impacts
on access to, and benefits from, physical activity across
multiple domains. It is necessary to acknowledge other
theoretical perspectives, especially with the assump-
tions of diversity, equity, and inclusion, such as deco-
loniality and intersectionality backgrounds. Research
and guidelines that emphasize access to physical ac-
tivity would benefit from more input from the Global
South, which has not been the case to date.

An agenda committed to recognizing the Glob-
al South would involve supporting its particularities.
Recommendations and research should prioritize
global and local issues ranging from inequality and
urban development to labor organization, safety con-
ditions, and cultural norms. One of the fundamental
aspects of redressing unequal power relationships is to
fund research originating in the Global South, based
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