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About a quarter of men and a third of women in the United
Kingdom describe themselves as physically inactive.1 These
make for worrying statistics, given that a sedentary lifestyle is
responsible for about 5.3 million premature deaths a year
globally.2

The UK medical royal colleges and others have called for
healthcare professionals to help tackle the problem,3-5 urging
primary care professionals to lead the fight and to “question
patients about their physical activity and exercise habits at every
meeting.”3

Such calls seem to be going unheard, however. Some 92% of
346 GPs and 99% of 206 nurses surveyed agreed or strongly
agreed that promoting physical activity was important.6 But
saying and doing are not the same thing: professionals instigate
brief physical activity interventions opportunistically in only a
quarter of appropriate instances, the National Institute for Health
and Care Excellence has found.7Also, as few as 46% of patients
have reported receiving advice about physical activity and
exercise from their GP.8

Clinicians’ reasons for not giving such advice include time
constraints, a lack of tools, and—in my opinion, a key
factor—scepticism about whether such counselling actually
works: only a third of healthcare professionals surveyed thought
that their brief advice would be successful in changing patient
behaviour.6

Is exercise medicine?
This scepticism includes doubt among practitioners and their
patients about whether brief physical activity interventions count
as medicine. The evidence for physical activity as medicine is
predominantly underpinned by data from observational studies
that are confounded in their estimated effects,9 which may not
be replicated in randomised controlled trials. In addition,
information on optimal “formulation” and “dosage” is scarce,10
as is information on where more evidence is needed and on
which patients would benefit most from having physical activity
prescribed.
These factors are likely to have a negative effect on the belief
that exercise is medicine, if not on its application in practice.

A recent assessment of the quality of reporting and replication
in trials of exercise based cardiac rehabilitation highlighted
some of these issues and called for improvements in
methodological reporting.11

A commentary offered viewpoints that echoed my own, such
as, “[E]ffective translation of exercise as medicine goes beyond
simply telling patients to ‘exercise’ or ‘exercise several days a
week’” and, “[P]roper implementation of exercise guidelines
in clinical practice requires that exercise be prescribed for
patients in a manner analogous to a drug prescription.”12

To aid this effort my colleagues and I are looking in detail at
evidence in favour of physical activity for preventing and
treating major chronic disease.13 We have assessed 54 reviews
of 20medical conditions, including 1168 randomised controlled
trials, 107 706 participants, and more than 500 outcomes. The
goals are to provide an overview of the quality of evidence for
physical activity and exercise as medicine and to compile a
much needed taxonomy of interventions that will help develop
a formulary for prescribing physical activity.
Such scrutiny can yield better information about the benefits
and harms of physical activity for prevention and treatment, but
the act of scrutinising has value in itself. By applying the same
standards of critical analysis to the evidence underpinning
physical activity interventions as to those applied to drug
treatments, healthcare practitioners will be more inclined to
engage with the ethos and practice of prescribing physical
activity and believe that “exercise is medicine.”
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