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INTRODUCTION A World Transformed



Cast your mind back across the past few weeks,and think about how many times you really used your body as part of everyday life. I’m not talking about formal exercise. This isn’t a listless jog around the local park, or a spin class squeezed between work chores and family duties, motivated in part by guilt at the thought of the monthly gym fee. I mean using your body in a way that was at least a bit strenuous, and would also be more or less comprehensible to, say, someone from Edwardian times. Perhaps striding across town to an engagement, or digging a garden. Maybe cycling up a hill, not dressed in Lycra and as a penance for too much cake, but to fetch something from a shop. If, right now, you’re struggling to immediately recall anything on these lines, you are by no means alone.


It is fair to say that there is a modern crisis when it comes to physical movement. In the UK, well over three in ten of the adult population lead lives so inactive that their long-term health could be harmed.1 That’s more than 20 million people. An alarming 80 per cent of British children exert themselves so little that they risk growing up with weakened bones, poorly developed cardiovascular systems, and bodies more likely to suffer from chronic illness as they age.2 You can find similar statistics for more or less any other economically developed country in the world, and increasingly for many poorer ones. Possibly the most exhaustive global study, which combined data from 122 nations, found that nearly a third of all adults, and four fifths of adolescents, currently move insufficiently in their lives.3


What has happened? The short answer is that everyday physical activity more or less disappeared from the world. Regular, informal, unplanned exertion, an integral part of virtually every human life since the first Homo sapiens hunted and foraged, was designed out of existence, and with astonishing rapidity. This process began in the nineteenth century, with mass industrialisation and urbanisation, but has accelerated almost beyond measure in recent decades. It has involved everything from the decline of physical work in favour of desk-based jobs, to homes filled with activity-saving devices, where even mini-exertions like walking to the cinema or a restaurant are being gradually replaced by streamed films and the rise of app-summoned takeaways. The same has happened to our external environment, where the routine effort of walking and cycling has been supplanted by ubiquitous car journeys, many of them carrying one person for a laughably short distance.


This transformation has been so rapid as to put much of it within living memory. Even in the economically booming UK of the mid-to-late 1950s, barely half of households owned a vacuum cleaner,4 while only a quarter possessed a washing machine, and even many of those who had the latter still used a mangle to dry their clothes.5 Millions of older Britons can thus still recall a human-powered domestic regime of rug beating and hand-washed clothes almost unaltered from the nineteenth century. In the same post-war Britain, around 70 per cent of jobs involved manual labour, as against fewer than a third currently.6 In 1950, around 25 per cent of all trips were still made by bicycle.7 These days that figure is somewhere near 1 per cent,8 with cycling levels so low it is difficult to be more precise. About a quarter of all journeys of less than two miles, the sort of distance you could cycle fairly sedately in ten or fifteen minutes, are done by car.9


Some of the statistics around inactivity can be genuinely jaw-dropping. In a recent study, Public Health England, the government body charged with improving the nation’s wellbeing, asked people how much cumulative time in an average month they spent walking briskly. Not jogging, or even a gentle trot, just a slightly increased walking pace. The answer from 44 per cent was, ‘Less than ten minutes’ – that is, pretty much not at all.10 Another example comes in the Annual Travel Survey, an examination by the UK’s Department for Transport into the various methods people used to get around over the previous twelve months. The most recent edition, from 2018, asked how many times during the previous year the 15,000-plus panel had walked continuously for twenty minutes or longer. This meant walking at any speed, not even briskly. A whole 18 per cent ticked the box saying, ‘Less than once a year’. Again – pretty much never.11


There is another element to this physical revolution. The void created by the disappearance of routine movement has, in part, been filled with the notion of exercise, something separate from your everyday life, increasingly commercialised, even fetishised, and thus far from universal. Over recent decades the fitness industry has boomed worldwide, barely making a dent in overall activity levels but allowing governments to focus on the idea of sport as a substitute.


This is not meant as a condemnation of gym-going or any other type of formal sport. They bring joy and fulfilment to millions, not to mention enormous health benefits. Your body doesn’t care how you exert yourself. The only problem is that not enough people do it. In the UK, more than half the adult population never take part in any sport, ever.12 But the attention devoted to exercise rather than everyday movement has helped shift the public narrative towards one based on oversimplified notions of personal responsibility, as if declining activity levels were caused by nothing more than a mass outbreak of laziness.


This not only entirely misses the point, but provides an excuse for politicians not to treat inactivity with the complete seriousness it merits. And make no mistake: this is one of the more momentous changes in recent human existence. To get a sense of the scale, consider the findings of what is almost certainly the most thorough academic attempt to total up the number of global deaths each year connected to inactive living. The figure reached was 5.3 million. That’s about the population of Norway, dying earlier than they should.13 It is more than are killed in wars,14 and in many countries more than by tobacco.15 A tally by UK health officials estimates the national death toll due to inactive living at around 100,000 a year.16 By the same gauge of measurement, that’s a small city, something of the size of Worcester. It’s more than 270 people a day – almost 60 per day more than tobacco.


But the impact goes far beyond mortality statistics and the associated human tragedy they contain. With countless millions of people acquiring lifestyle-related illnesses like type 2 diabetes at ever-earlier ages, and living for many more decades with a series of chronic, debilitating conditions, most experts agree that, if left unchecked, inactivity is on course to make health services fundamentally unviable. This is very much a question of when, not if.


In the six-plus decades since a pioneering British researcher first demonstrated the link between a lack of movement in people’s everyday lives and chronic illness, knowledge about the sheer range of perils it can cause has multiplied. Many thousands of subsequent studies have clearly established that inactive living, if maintained over years and decades, brings an increased likelihood of not just type 2 diabetes and other metabolic disorders, but heart disease, high blood pressure and strokes, several forms of cancer, poor lung function, as well as depression and anxiety, diminished cognitive function, poorer sleep and, in later life, Alzheimer’s and other sorts of dementia. Not to mention the big ones: increased chances of early death, or, if you do survive into retirement, a reduced chance of being able to live healthily and independently.


Inactive living is also a key factor in the connected but distinct global health catastrophe of excess weight and obesity. Finally, there is the parallel blight of ailments caused by people sitting down too long, which is also heavily linked to type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease.


Dr Adrian Davies is a British academic who has spent more than thirty years researching ways to keep people moving. He is clear about where we find ourselves: ‘In terms of rigour in science and public health we are at that stage where we absolutely know that Homo sapiens were designed, as hunter-gatherers, to be routinely physically active, chasing antelopes across the prairie or whatever it was. And while we have not been able to change our biological destiny, we have changed the built environment. So instead of hunting an antelope we get in the car and drive to Sainsbury’s.’17


This book is the story of how routine activity disappeared, and the many consequences it brought. There are several things this book is not. It is not an argument for simply turning back the clock. No one wants a return to mass, repetitive manual labour. And beyond a handful of hair-shirted survivalist types, few would suggest having to carry in piles of wood from a shed every day for heating and cooking. Similarly, domestic appliances like the washing machine and vacuum cleaner have liberated millions of people – almost universally women – from hours of daily drudgery. This is, instead, about finding new ways to put physical effort into modern lives.


Nor is this intended as a handbook for better health, or a detailed policy manifesto. There are plenty of those already available. Consider it more a guide through this often unnoticed phenomenon and its many consequences, which are hiding in plain sight in virtually every country across the world. But along the way, I hope to point out at least some of the ways through which you might integrate more movement into your routine, and explain the near-magical benefits that can follow. As such, each chapter ends with an idea about how to perhaps integrate more movement into your life. But this is meant just as something to think about, not an instruction, let alone a programme, or a regime.


Because this book is also a story of hope. Even in an environment designed against human-powered motion, change can be easier than you think. It is still possible to experience movement and exertion as a regular part of your life, not just a chore, a penance. Again, this is not to demean sport. But it is just not the same thing. When you make something routine, normal, even forgettable, you no longer need to carve time out of your day to do it, or feel guilty when you don’t. Instead it embeds, becomes permanent. When this happens it feels almost as if you have been let in on a secret.


The consequences that follow for your wellbeing can be astounding. The decades of research into the dangers of inactivity have seen a parallel growth in knowledge about the seemingly endless ways that, once you start moving again, the health odds begin to stack once more in your favour, and almost instantly. With scientists better able to electronically monitor the subtleties and variations of movement and exertion, it has become apparent that even pretty moderate, everyday efforts can bring significant results. The more information emerges, the steeper the dose–response curve seems to be. Almost anything, it seems, is better than nothing.


I will give just one example, which focuses on that most everyday of physical pursuits, cycling for transport. Researchers in Denmark tracked around 30,000 randomly selected people of all ages over about fifteen years. The study found that even after adjusting for other demographic, social and lifestyle factors, including leisure-time exercise, people who cycled to and from work – the average commute was only about fifteen minutes each way – were 40 per cent less likely to have died over the study period than those who did not, from any cause.18


Forty per cent. It is this sort of statistic which helps you understand why some experts can go a bit misty-eyed when they talk about activity. It’s also why so many of them compare everyday movement to the miracle-giving pill of this book’s title.


In the public health world the idea of activity-as-a-wonder-medicine is so common as to be considered something of a cliché, but it’s still the most resonant parallel I can find. Imagine if you were a medical researcher and you discovered a drug which would improve people’s health outcomes on the scale of cycle commuting. A Nobel Prize would be more or less guaranteed, as would a knighthood or damehood. In fact, the renown would be so great you’d have a decent chance of ending up with your face on a banknote within your lifetime. And yet this marvel is already here.



Escape from inactivity


There is a final element in introducing this story: why is it me telling it? I’m not a scientist, let alone an epidemiologist, the researchers who investigate population-wide health outcomes. I’m a journalist. I cover British politics, based in the Houses of Parliament.


There are two main reasons for my near-obsessive interest in the subject. One is that my day job involves contact with a lot of politicians, civil servants and other officials, trying to understand why they make certain decisions rather than others. And it’s fair to say that when it comes to public health, something odd is going on. If I have the chance to turn a conversation with one of these people to physical inactivity, more or less all of them agree that, yes, it is a hugely significant problem and more should be done. And yet more or less nothing is done. Even though its consequences have been well known for decades, inactivity is what you might call a normalised catastrophe. Governments rarely pass laws, or hold urgent press conferences to pledge action, instead focusing on generally ineffective public information campaigns.


Until now, perhaps. By coincidence, this book is being written while the UK and many other countries are in lockdown due to the coronavirus pandemic. And here, as the world has seen, a swift and coherent response to health emergencies is very much politically feasible. Ministers have not hesitated to close whole sections of their national economies and severely restrict individual freedoms to save lives. For the most part, at time of writing, the public have supported these actions. Interventionist health policies are no longer exceptional. And if voters can accept their government effectively locking them in their homes for two months to save lives, perhaps far less intrusive measures to create more everyday activity, for the same reason, are less likely to attract the traditional opposing cry of, ‘Nanny state!’


There has also already been material change. As the lockdown has been relaxed, governments are urging those returning to work to walk or cycle, so as to avoid either packing into public transport or jamming the streets with cars. Emergency cycle lanes are springing up in cities around the world. And as we will see later, active travel is one of the very best ways to ensure movement is part of your routine.


So are we entering a new era of government action to banish inactivity, even indirectly? It will be years before we truly know. But a lot of entrenched attitudes will need to shift. Currently, far too much official thinking on the subject remains based around misplaced assumptions. One is that motivation is the missing element in our crisis of immobility, rather than a world redesigned to discourage movement. Another is that if people are inactive then the consequences are theirs alone. This is an issue which not only blights so many individual health outcomes, but on a national level risks bringing down the entire NHS, not to mention the care system for older people. Some crises are just too big to be left to notions of personal responsibility.


But at the same time, it’s worth noting that coronavirus has, undeniably, seen a lot of people think consciously, perhaps for the first time in years, about their individual relationships with physical activity. At the peak of the lockdown in the UK, government guidelines permitted an hour of outdoor movement or activity a day – as one public health expert told me, probably the first time ministers had mandated exercise to the nation since the Second World War. Parks started to half-resemble some sort of idealised Victorian sanatorium, full of joggers, brisk walkers, people skipping or lifting weights.


Inside people’s homes, hundreds of thousands of families launched into unfamiliar sequences of star jumps, stomach crunches and press-ups to the on-screen instruction of Joe Wicks, the fitness guru who launched a parallel career as the nation’s de facto PE teacher. In a curious inversion, for some Britons, being instructed to shut themselves in their homes for twenty-three hours a day meant they were actually more active than usual.


Even in normal times, people’s relationship with activity is never straightforward, and is greatly shaped by their background, and the lives they lead. This takes us to the other reason for my passion about this subject: it is what you could call biographical. The fact that, as an adult, I am regularly active, with all the benefits this brings, came about because of circumstances which were almost accidental but became something for which I am intensely, permanently grateful. It’s not an exaggeration to say that everyday movement transformed my life.


A public health expert might argue, with legitimacy, that coming from the relative privilege of a middle-class family, the statistics favoured me in terms of long-term activity and fitness. But my circumstances were not typical, and there was a period in my young adulthood where a gradual drift towards an increasingly immobile life seemed entirely realistic.


As a child, my health was blighted by asthma which developed extremely early, after a near-fatal episode of pneumonia when I was two, and was soon diagnosed as severe. The condition is part hereditary, part environmental, and I had it coming at me from both sides. My father and one of my maternal uncles had been badly asthmatic as children, while my mother smoked prodigiously both during her pregnancy with me and throughout my infancy, damaging my nascent lungs.


I don’t want to portray myself as some sort of tubercular Victorian urchin. Apart from intermittent bouts of wheezing I was an active if alarmingly skinny child, with a passionate interest in playing football, despite my fairly evident lack of talent. But my asthma was serious enough for doctors to try me out on an array of emerging medicines during regular trips to hospital outpatient departments. Things changed when I became a teenager. As can happen with the condition, my asthma improved in daily life but condensed into rare and terrifying episodes of severe wheezing, several of which ended in emergency admissions to hospital. Around 1,400 people a year in the UK currently die because of asthma,19 and under slightly different circumstances I could easily have been one of them.


As is also common, the condition improved considerably into adulthood, but by then I had pretty much given up all activity except walking. This was partly due to my age – there are reams of statistics showing how childhood movement diminishes into adolescence and onwards – but, more importantly, I had lost faith in my body. Throughout university I was keenly aware of how unprepossessing a physical specimen I presented, ghostly pale and so un-muscular that the idea of wearing shorts, even a short-sleeved T-shirt, filled me with unease. I was also extremely conscious that if I did try anything connected to sport, I found the exertion increasingly difficult. I just wasn’t really sure what to do about any of it. Having graduated with no idea what I wanted to pursue as a career, I took up a dull if spectacularly secure job as a university administrator, spending all day at a desk. My path seemed set.


What changed was that I embraced that most basic and inescapable type of everyday activity: a manual job. More specifically, I became a bike courier, or messenger, spending all day pedalling urgent documents around London. Looking back, the reasons behind what appeared a pretty rash career move are still not entirely clear, especially given I’d not regularly ridden a bike since I was about twelve, and there was no set wage – you were paid entirely according to how many deliveries you made. I’d even decided to make the move to an outdoor job in autumn.


In retrospect the decision, which left my office colleagues politely baffled, was motivated as much by boredom as anything else. The university job involved a set series of tasks to complete over the course of a year, and without expending too much effort I’d managed to get them done about two months ahead of schedule, meaning I spent weeks with literally nothing to do. I also harboured vague, if unformed, notions of wanting to become fit, and this seemed one route to making such an outcome inescapable. Most trivially, I perhaps just thought bike couriers looked pretty cool, and as with many young men this was a quantity I both lacked and cherished.


Either way, the deed was done, and requirements as basic as my ability to buy food and pay the rent were suddenly dependent on those same scrawny legs being able to pedal me sufficient distances at a reasonable speed. The initial weeks were pretty terrible – I can remember almost bursting into tears when I saw how small my first wage packet was – but as I learned the trade the money became respectable, then even good.


I also got used to the exertion. Mine was a pretty drastic introduction to everyday movement, going immediately from almost nothing to a job where I would regularly cycle fifty or sixty miles a day, five days a week. But I was twenty-two when I started, an age when even such an untested body as mine tends to be hugely adaptable. First I developed a bit more speed on the bike, then stamina. After a while, in a turn of events that left me as surprised as anyone, my legs developed muscles.


Finally, for perhaps the first time in my life, I acquired that sort of virtuous glow only really seen among the young and physically fit. While I’d be lying to say I didn’t enjoy this new look, especially when people I hadn’t seen for some time pointed it out, it was the mental transformation that was more significant. It took perhaps six months for me to realise that, without even really noticing it, I had shed my unspoken assumption of physical frailty. In contrast, I suddenly felt I could do anything. That feeling, in varying forms, has never really left me, nor has the lingering sense of wonder and pleasure that comes with it.


It goes without saying that mine is a slightly extreme example. As we will see in the next chapter, most official guidance suggests you aim for a minimum of half an hour a day of moderate activity, while academics will tell you that even as little as ten minutes can do a lot of good. In the context of physical exertion being a miracle pill for human health and wellbeing, by cycling 250-plus miles a week, every week, I self-administered a mega-dose.


Since that sudden career change, which ended up lasting about three years, I’ve always remained active to greater or lesser degrees. I’m now middle-aged, with a family and a job which is both largely desk-bound and currently, amid the most chaotic political period in recent UK history, pretty frantic. I still cycle to and from work – or I do outside of lockdown – but that was often the most exertion I managed in a day. Researching and writing the book prompted me to look again at this part of my life, as did the restrictions of coronavirus, where my usual routine of bike commuting was halted. In particular, I was curious about whether my now more distinctly modest regime had kept me as physically impregnable as I had perhaps assumed.


I thus submitted myself as a sort of research guinea pig, festooned with electronic gadgets that tracked my movement, the time I spent sitting down, my heart rate, calories burned. I also underwent a series of tests of my fitness and general physical health. We’ll hear more about all this in later chapters, but without wishing to spoil the suspense, the data and examinations provided a more mixed picture than even I had expected. Yes, I remained significantly fitter than average. But in a few respects, not least the amount I sit down every day and the subsequent impact on my bodily composition, it seemed I had become a bit complacent. So make no mistake: for me this is very personal.










1 The Long Decline of Everyday Movement



Given this is the story of how our lives have changed so dramatically with the disappearance of everyday physical activity, it’s probably best to start at the beginning. And that might be slightly longer ago than you expected. About 12,000 years, in fact.


It was around this time that some of our Neolithic ancestors in what is now the Middle East gave up their hunter-gatherer lifestyle and, over numerous generations, began instead to cultivate crops, domesticate animals and form permanent settlements. This is, of course, not particularly long ago by the standards of human history – Homo sapiens had emerged anything up to 300,000 years earlier – but what is now known as the First Agricultural Revolution, or Agrarian Revolution, was the beginning of a settled, more densely populated life, helping bring about the development of new tools, then the specialisation of labour. In other words, the building blocks for modern civilisation.


Any 21st-century human suddenly catapulted to one of these first villages would find life there hugely gruelling and overwhelmingly physical. But it was still more sedate than the hunter-gatherer existence, free of the endless miles of walking required to forage and hunt for prey. And so, over the centuries, something began to happen to these early, home-dwelling humans: their bodies changed.


It has long been known that modern humans have considerably less dense bones than similar-sized primates, something often linked to our distinctive upright walking stance. But a fascinating 2014 study by US and British academics found that bones from humans who lived in hunter-gatherer communities in North America around 7,000 years ago (the agricultural revolutions did not happen everywhere simultaneously) were as strong and dense as those now seen in orangutans. In contrast, bones examined from farmers who lived 700 years ago were 20 per cent lighter. The researchers concluded that this ‘gracility’ of the more modern skeleton, a rather lovely technical term meaning ‘slenderness’, was not caused by a changing diet, or by different body sizes as humans evolved, but simply because of reduced physical exertion.1


Such change has very modern consequences. Human bone density is significantly affected by how active someone is, particularly during childhood and adolescence, with weight-bearing movements like running and jumping key to this development. Bone density usually peaks in early adulthood and then declines as we age, particularly with women, and all the more so through long-term inactivity. Loss of bone density increases the risk of fractures or the debilitating condition of osteoporosis, another evocative technical term which literally means ‘porous bones’. The health impacts are enormous. Studies have shown that among older people who suffer an osteoporosis-related hip injury, up to 20 per cent die in the first year, and two thirds never regain the same level of mobility.2


There is some important context to be added: in activity terms, these farmers clearly had much more in common with hunter-gatherers than with today’s humans, so any bodily changes were relative. Another study examined bone mass in women from other early agricultural communities, this time in central Europe. It found that while the bones in their legs were generally comparable to those of modern women, with their arms it was a very different story. The humerus, or upper arm bone, showed rigidity and indications of strength comparable or even greater than that of modern-day elite female rowers. These women clearly carried or hoisted sizeable loads on a more or less daily basis, and they had the bone density to prove it.3


Gathering a more detailed picture of our ancestors’ physical lives is, understandably, not easy, short of using a time machine to attach an activity tracker to a prehistoric farmer’s leg. One creative part-answer has come from studying people whose lifestyles have at least something in common with those from the past. A fascinating project saw academics examine activity patterns in a community of Amish people in Ontario, Canada. The Amish are a Protestant group that originated in Switzerland but came to North America in the eighteenth century. As well as following a creed of non-violence, they pursue traditional values to the extent of rejecting all modern technology, meaning that – as regularly portrayed in films and television – their methods for everything from agriculture to travel involve nothing more high-tech than horses and hand-tools.


Luckily for researchers, Amish rules do not completely bar them from using modern inventions, just owning them. That meant the ninety-eight Amish men and women who took part were able to spend a week with an electronic step counter attached to the waistband of their trousers or to an apron – one slight complicating factor was that the Amish are forbidden to wear belts.


When the results arrived, they were striking. Separate surveys have calculated that the average Canadian adult walks just over 4,800 steps per day. In contrast, the Amish men averaged almost 18,500. Even the community’s women, who traditionally spend most of their time in domestic and child-rearing activities rather than farming, managed well over 14,000 steps.


The highest individual one-day total was 51,514 steps, more than 20 miles, recorded by an Amish man who was harrowing farmland, the process of smoothing and breaking up soil, while walking behind a team of five Belgian horses. The best for a woman was the 41,176 steps achieved by a farmer’s wife who rose at 3:30am to assist with the agricultural chores before beginning her own domestic duties. In such a world the idea of ‘exercise’ seems redundant. Of the men and women studied, only two – both men – listed leisure activities in the accompanying activity questionnaire, mentioning fishing.4


It is a very long time since Amish-style levels of exertion were the norm in places like the UK, a factor of both mechanisation and a shift away from rural life. Britain experienced a particularly early exodus of agricultural populations to factory jobs in towns and cities, with the country’s rate of urbanisation soaring from below 50 per cent in 1840 to nearly 80 per cent by the end of that century.5 But even decades after that, up to the post-war era of the 1950s, although for many people the repetitive physical grind of manual factory labour had been replaced by sedentary work, other aspects of life remained significantly more active than we experience now.


How do we know this for certain? One innovative experiment saw a group of volunteers fitted with sensors to measure how much energy they expended, before being set to work carrying out a series of identical household and transport activities in two different ways. They washed a selection of dishes in a sink, and then loaded the same number into a dishwasher. Dirty clothes were laundered by hand, then re-dirtied and put in a washing machine. An imaginary 0.8-mile commute was done on a treadmill to simulate walking, and then by car. Finally, our long-suffering test subjects ascended and descended a series of floors using the stairs, before doing so in a lift.


The results showed that hand-washing dishes and clothes was, as you would expect, more strenuous than the automated versions, by 40 per cent and 55 per cent respectively. But much greater differences came when the whole body was in motion. The simulated walking commute and the stair climbing were both more than three times as strenuous as letting machinery do the work. Factoring in how often people tend to perform all these tasks on average, the researchers calculated that these modern conveniences meant people now expend 111 fewer caloriesI per day on average.6


This might not seem much, given the recommended daily intake is 2,500 calories for men and 2,000 for women.7 But as the research paper pointed out, dropping your energy expenditure by 111 calories a day without a parallel reduction in food intake brings an average weight gain of more than 4kg a year, which is a relatively rapid path towards obesity.


Steven Blair is emeritus professor at the Arnold School of Public Health at South Carolina University. He is one of the world’s leading experts on how everyday movement has disappeared from the world, and the consequences. Blair was the lead editor of a landmark 1996 report by the US Surgeon General into activity levels, which kicked off much of the modern era of government guidelines on the subject.8 He is also, incidentally, one of the pioneers of the idea that it is far better for your health to be overweight and active, rather than slim and immobile, which we’ll hear more about later.


Blair is now aged eighty, old enough to remember first-hand how much things have changed in the home. ‘Do you want me to tell you who is the real cause of all of these problems?’ he tells me, his voice crackling with energy and mischief down the phone. ‘It was James Watt, inventing that steam engine. But to be serious, we’ve been engineering human energy expenditure down and down. I grew up on a farm in Kansas, and I didn’t have to do any exercise. I worked my tail off. At 5:30am Daddy would make me go out and get those cows in, and milk them, and feed them, and work all day. Thank goodness I did go to school, so there were a few hours during the school year when I didn’t have to be out there.


‘I remember when my grandma got a vacuum cleaner. I think it was 1944. And when my parents got electricity out on the farm, I didn’t have to carry all those logs in for Mom to put on the stove to cook dinner. On and on and on we’ve engineered human energy expenditure, down and down and down. I’m not saying we shouldn’t have these modern, wonderful devices, but what it means is, we’ve got to find ways for people to build a little more activity back into their lives.’9


A world immobile


Seven-plus decades on from the Blair family’s first vacuum cleaner, how inactive are we as a species? The short answer is: very – and probably even more so than even the official statistics indicate.


The long-standing way for academics to assess activity levels has been to use questionnaires. But as Blair or any other researcher of a similar vintage will resignedly tell you, people cannot always be trusted. My favourite summary comes from James Skinner, a now-retired professor of exercise science at Arizona State University, who once wrote, wisely: ‘As a general rule, people overestimate what they do, and underestimate what they eat.’ Skinner cited a US study in which people were asked to name which sports they took part in. Even allowing for some of them engaging in more than one sport, the number of people who reported doing just the top ten activities was greater than the entire population of the United States.10


Directly monitoring individual movements is now far easier, thanks to the advent of electronic activity tracking, familiar to anyone who has browsed the step count statistics on their smartphone. Many studies now use tiny, Bluetooth-connectable devices, which can feed researchers 24-hour flows of data about every movement and rest, however small or brief. I managed to borrow one of these research-grade devices to track my own activity levels, with eye-opening results, as we’ll see later in the book. All that said, when it comes to population-wide studies, especially ones comparing countries, much of the information still tends to be based on surveys and questionnaires. As such, however gloomy the global activity averages, it should be remembered that things are probably worse in real life.


When researchers investigate whether people are considered inactive, thus risking their long-term health, the standard metric is failing to reach at least 150 minutes a week of moderately intensive activity, or 75 minutes of vigorous activity, ideally spread out over five or so days and in bouts of at least ten minutes. The precise definitions of moderate and intense are slightly complex, and I will detail them in the next chapter. But there are countless lists of suggested activities which give a good general idea. For example, moderate activity covers things like walking at a brisk pace, and more strenuous housework chores such as vacuuming, and gardening. To reach intense exertion levels you need to be running, or cycling fairly quickly, or doing difficult manual work like digging a ditch.


This 150-minute gauge has become more or less universal, and is used by the World Health Organization (WHO), Public Health England (PHE) and the US Department of Health, among others. It must be remembered that this is just a minimum level seen as necessary to maintain health, and yet many millions of people don’t get anywhere near it. The latest figures for England show that for adults, 66 per cent of men and 58 per cent of women meet these guidelines.11 This is, however, only part of the story. A more recent but now equally ubiquitous global recommendation from PHE, the WHO and others is that to preserve bone strength and prevent muscle wastage as people age, adults should do some sort of strength-based activity twice a week, whether lifting weights or something like carrying heavy shopping. When the requirements for both aerobic and muscular activity are taken into account, the proportion of people who reach the minimum falls to 31 per cent of men and 23 per cent of women.12


The picture gets notably worse when it comes to children. They should aim for an hour of moderate-to-vigorous activity every single day, with those aged under five active for at least three hours daily. In fact, the UK guidance for the latter age group says children so young should never be immobile for long periods, apart from when they’re asleep. But in the UK, only 22 per cent of those aged five to fifteen are reaching the minimum, a figure that declines below 15 per cent in adolescence. Even worse are the statistics for the youngest children, aged two to four, whose mandated three hours a day of movement is vital to lay down bone density and build muscles, as well as acquire the motor skills needed for life. Just 9 per cent manage this.13


The UK is no outlier. In fact, in global terms it is broadly typical. Just over a week before the opening of the 2012 London Olympics, revered medical journal The Lancet devoted an issue to what it described as the worldwide ‘pandemic of physical inactivity’. While the edition was timed to coincide with a sporting event, the stress was very much on everyday activity. ‘It is not about running on a treadmill, whilst staring at a mirror and listening to your iPod,’ the Lancet editors wrote in an introduction. ‘It is about using the body that we have in the way it was designed, which is to walk often, run sometimes, and move in ways where we physically exert ourselves regularly, whether that is at work, at home, in transport to and from places, or during leisure time in our daily lives.’14


Among the papers was a study by a team of academics seeking to quantify for the first time the global extent of inactive lifestyles. Led by Pedro Hallal, a Brazilian epidemiologist, it took data from just under 90 per cent of the world’s population, using a recently agreed standardised international physical activity questionnaire, allowing for the first time robust comparisons between countries and regions.


The headline figure was that 31.1 per cent of people aged fifteen or older were insufficiently active. For those aged thirteen to fifteen, four in five across the world were not meeting the targets.


The study also uncovered the sheer variation across regions, countries, genders and ages. While 43 per cent of adults were inactive in the Americas, this fell to 17 per cent in southeast Asia. Between individual nations the difference was more extreme still, going from fewer than 5 per cent of people not meeting activity guidelines in Bangladesh to very nearly 80 per cent in Malta, the Mediterranean island which despite its idyllic holiday destinations is dominated by car travel. Globally, women were less active than men – 34 per cent were too immobile against 28 per cent – and older people tended to perform less well.15


Another huge international project has sought to specifically chart the activity levels of children and teenagers. The somewhat ponderously named Global Matrix 3.0 Physical Activity Report Card covers forty-nine countries, and is regularly updated. Fittingly for a study involving young people, each country’s results are given in a school report–style grading system of A to F. To extend the parallel a little further, it’s fair to say that if many nations were handed such a report at school, they’d probably try to lose it on the way home, or quietly feed it to the dog.


Countries are rated both for overall youth activity levels, and for specifics such as organised school sport, active travel and input from government. The column for overall grades is a pretty sorry one, featuring a handful of Fs – hang your heads in shame, China, Belgium, Scotland and South Korea – and a mass of Ds, with the USA and Australia both awarded a D-minus. England scrapes a C-minus, with poor scores for active travel and sitting time redeemed in part by school sports.


The only country to gain above a C is Slovenia, topping the table with a highly respectable overall A-minus. The small and mountainous former Yugoslav state might be a geographical minnow – the world’s 150th biggest country by size, it has a population of just 2 million – but is keenly studied by those interested in population-wide physical activity, and we shall return to it later in the book.16


Yet another international study has examined a series of countries to firstly assess how much worse inactivity levels have become in recent decades, and then extrapolate current trends to see what might be coming in future decades. It makes the assessment using a bespoke health metric which the US researchers titled, Sleep, Leisure, Occupation, Transportation, and Home-based Activities. This gives you the acronym SLOTH, something I can only imagine brought a self-satisfied chuckle to whoever first coined it.


In the UK, the project found, overall activity levels had fallen 20 per cent in just over three decades, with the amount of exertion people undergo in their work dropping by almost half. By 2030, the researchers predicted, total activity for Britons will be 35 per cent lower than in the mid-1960s. In China, average activity is expected to fall notably more quickly, by a half between the early 1990s and 2030. It is, however, the US where the most astonishing figures lurked. The academics calculated that on current trends, by 2030 the average American will, over an average week, expend only about 15 per cent more total bodily energy than someone who spent the entire seven days in bed.17 If that sounds worrying, it should be.


The myth of personal choice


In the 2008 Pixar film WALL·E, while the eponymous solitary robot endlessly cleans up a rubbish-ruined Earth, the people of the twenty-ninth century are portrayed as space-dwelling, corpulent, jumpsuit-dressed adult-babies, who spend their lives on mobile reclining chairs, a screen permanently at hand. It can be difficult to read studies about the seemingly unstoppable decline in human movement without viewing the film as prophetic, as well as an indictment of humanity’s collective decision to slide towards a future of indolence, lethargy and pharmaceutically managed ill-health.


But such a judgemental stance is a grave mistake. The decline in physical activity has had many drivers, but a sudden, global outbreak of idleness is not one of them. This is a crucial point to stress. In fact, one of the reasons the crisis has advanced, largely unchecked, for so long is because governments have ducked responsibility by falsely portraying the issues as based on individual choice and willpower.


This is a complex area, and worth exploring properly. To begin with, it is true that most people, if prompted, probably have at least a basic idea that moving more and sitting less is, on balance, likely to be better for their health. A lot will have heard about the 150-minutes-a-week activity target. Even more will most likely know another much-pushed goal, that of walking 10,000 steps a day. So why do so few people manage it?


One idea that often gets mentioned is insufficient time. It is true that for all the predictions of automation ushering in a life of leisure, many people work just as many hours, or more, than their parents did a few decades earlier. This theory, however, comes with a fairly big caveat. In the words of William Haskell, a now-retired Stanford University professor who is one of the founding figures of the modern physical activity world: ‘Surveys show that the most frequent given reason for not being more physically active is lack of time, but this is in a population that reports at least several hours of TV-watching each day.’18


Haskell is being a touch mischievous. Watching television is a leisure pursuit, often done in the evening alongside family or other loved ones. It can take significant gumption to wave away the proffered glass of wine, peel yourself from the sofa and head out for a run, or to the gym. This is what public health experts like to call ‘discretionary time’. Carving out chunks from it can be a big ask.


This is the central point: if you really want physical movement to embed in someone’s life, it has to be in the form of another beloved public health term – ‘incidental activity’. This is, at its simplest, activity which takes place almost as an afterthought, because it forms part of your regular day. It is what happened in the past when people did farm chores, or carried in wood for the fire, or walked to school. This was just life. In contrast, sport and exercise generally happen in discretionary time, which is one of the main reasons they are so unsuited to replacing regular exertion as a population-wide driver of better health.


The distinction between these two very different things is often missed, not least by governments. In the broadest terms, physical activity is every single piece of movement you make during the day, from brushing your teeth in the morning, to walking up a flight of stairs to your office, or sprinting to catch a train. Exercise is just a subset of physical activity. It is activity which, to use one formal, academic definition, is ‘planned, structured, repetitive, and purposive in the sense that improvement or maintenance of one or more components of physical fitness is an objective’.19


If that isn’t completely clear, take an example from my own life. I’m currently writing this book in an empty flat about three miles from where I live in south London, borrowed as a short-term writing base. This morning, like more or less every time I have made the trip, I cycled. This was very much physical activity, but not exercise – I did it primarily because it was by far the quickest and most convenient way to travel. Yes, according to a wrist-worn fitness monitor I have borrowed for self-experiment purposes while writing the book, I expended around 170 calories and pushed my heart rate to a peak of 151 beats per minute. But the exertion came about as a side effect, not a primary intention, even if the health benefits were, for me, both known and welcome. Instead, if I had decided to take a day off from the laptop, put on some bike clothes and ridden a few miles further south into the green belt countryside before returning home, this would also have been activity, but exercise as well.


My example highlights something else. The route is almost all on roads without any protected bike lanes. So, in deciding to cycle, I had to make the conscious choice for my unprotected body to directly share road space with two-tonne slabs of metal, gliding closely past me, even at relatively low speeds of around 30mph. I’m okay with doing this because I’ve cycled alongside cars for years, and I more or less know what to expect. I’m also male and in middle age, one of the demographics more likely to brave urban streets on a bike. But many other people would not be so bullish. And so travelling by bike, the method through which I gain a significant proportion of my weekly physical activity, would be entirely closed off to them.


This is a vital point to consider in our story of vanishing everyday movement – it is a far broader issue than slightly trite discussions about personal responsibility. As soon as you start examining the world from the perspective of adding activity into your routine, you quickly see how thoroughly, how carefully, and at times how cunningly the built environment that surrounds us has been redesigned over the past seventy or so years to make regular exertion an increasingly difficult, at times almost impossible, choice.


To take another example, think about the last time you walked into an office block or large hotel. Almost certainly, the lifts would have been in direct view. But the stairs? If you wanted to climb even a single flight you would probably have had to hunt along a corridor for the recessed fire door, made sure you didn’t set off an alarm in opening it, and then trekked up a generally blank, narrow, windowless stairwell in the hope you could open the door at your destination. It’s not exactly intuitive.


The disincentives to movement exist in just about every environment in which we live our lives, and come in many forms. If you have a desk-based job, then if email reduced the number of times you walked twenty yards down the office to talk to a colleague, then the recent plethora of text-based chat apps might have stopped this altogether. Meanwhile, the rise of online retailers has played a significant role in the ebbing away of that most basic of leisure-time physical actions, walking round the shops. As soon as you start thinking in this way, the examples crop up in virtually every part of life.


I discussed all this with Xand van Tulleken, a British doctor who has a master’s degree in public health but is primarily known as a TV presenter on medical and health matters, often alongside his identical twin and fellow doctor, Chris.


One of the main parts of van Tulleken’s job is to explain often complex health ideas to mass audiences, and he is very eloquent on why people’s choices in areas such as being active are nowhere near as straightforward as they might seem. ‘One of the things I often end up saying to people is that the only person who can really affect your health is you,’ he tells me. ‘And that is true as individuals. We are just making all the choices that determine our life expectancy. But we’re making them in an environment where we are unbelievably constrained.’


Van Tulleken notes that living, as he does, in a relatively privileged stratum of society where virtually no one smokes or drinks to excess and most exercise regularly can bring a temptation to feel, as he puts it, ‘slightly smug’. He warns against such feelings: ‘Really, that’s bollocks. You would have to go a long way in the UK to find someone who sincerely didn’t know that beer was bad, fags were bad, or exercise was good. But for some people it’s made enormously difficult.


‘I am not an exemplar of a healthy life by any means. But if I had two jobs, was a single parent trying to support kids with special needs, with an uncertain future myself, I would find it very, very much harder not to eat terrible food and seek joy in unhealthy things. If I think about how hard it is for me to make a good choice, and then imagine stripping away my safety nets, my parachutes, I think it would be so difficult.’20


Sport won’t change things


Van Tulleken describes this prevailing narrative about physical activity as ‘the cult of individual responsibility’. This illusion is sustained in no small part by the parallel commodification of exercise, represented as something theoretically available to all but, in practice, often impossible for those poor in money or time, or otherwise challenged. It is illuminating to consider how the decades-long drift away from everyday movement has been so closely tracked by the gradual evolution of sport and gym-going into a value-laden semi-religion, with bodily health viewed not as a routine occurrence but a personal project, one closely attached to appearance, status and wealth.


While the idea of gymnasiums comes from the Ancient Greeks, the arrival of their modern equivalents coincided, both chronologically and geographically, with the initial peaks of industrialisation and urbanisation, just as centuries of everyday movement started to gradually ebb away. The first modern gyms were associated with the curious and relatively short-lived phenomenon of Muscular Christianity, a movement based on faith-based masculine athleticism which grew out of the English public school system in the 1850s. It later took root in the US and the associated movement of the YMCA, where it was responsible for the invention of basketball and volleyball.


As the decades progressed, the modern cult of exercise began to emerge. In a fascinating book about the fitness industry,21 Jennifer Smith Maguire, a British-based academic who specialises in the sociology of consumer culture, points out that celebrity personal trainers are by no means a new phenomenon. In the 1920s, Artie McGovern, a former flyweight boxer who ran a New York gym, became the must-have physical guru for Broadway stars and Wall Street financiers alike, after helping the overweight and overindulging Babe Ruth recover from a trough in his baseball career. It was around the same time that Angelo Siciliano, a somewhat scrawny Italian immigrant to the US, but now beefed up, rebranded himself as Charles Atlas, making a fortune selling exercise regimes based around newspaper adverts in which bullies kicked sand into the face of young weaklings.


The growth of the modern gym-as-personal-temple is more recent, with Smith Maguire identifying the turning point as 1975, when the New York City Yellow Pages replaced its listings for ‘gymnasiums’ with the new category of ‘health clubs’. The boom since then has been staggering. It can be difficult to quantify, but various estimates put the worldwide annual revenues of the health club and fitness industry at about £65 billion, significantly more than the GDP of countries like Bulgaria and Croatia.22


We now have a glaring divide of physicality. On the one side are the minority of adherents to the exercise industry, where running shoes can cost £200 and yoga mats even more, and where new fads arrive with tech industry–like rapidity. Consider Peloton, a US start-up offering spin classes streamed to your home, using a £2,000 stationary bike. It was launched in 2013 with a few hundred thousand pounds gathered from a crowdfunding website. Six years later, an initial share offering valued the company at £6.5 billion.23


Another phenomenon is the tendency of some people towards ever-greater levels of exertion. Ultrarunning is any event where the route is longer than the 26-and-a-bit miles of a marathon, although they often span 50 or 100 miles, or greater. These are far from new, but until the past few years they tended to be rare and extremely niche events. Not anymore. In the UK alone, there are now about 500 such events a year, a ten-fold increase in just a decade.24


Even as overall activity levels stagnate, the UK now has an estimated 10 million people who are members of a gym, a 25 per cent increase in the past five years.25 Modern gyms in particular epitomise this increasingly elitist approach to exertion. ‘It’s not just about exercise, or about how muscles are looking a certain way,’ Smith Maguire tells me. ‘There’s a whole moral economy around how you approach yourself as a site of work, as a site of display for others, as a place for working out your identity.’26


A couple of years ago, when the high-end US gym chain Equinox opened a new £350-a-month outlet in St James’s, one of central London’s most expensive mini-enclaves, Harvey Spevak, the company’s executive chairman, gave an interview to the Financial Times27 which could have been explicitly designed to illustrate Smith Maguire’s points. Equinox gyms’ patrons, Spevak said, were not the sort to be satisfied with two visits a week – more like two classes every day. ‘They want it all,’ Spevak told the interviewer with almost paternal pride. ‘They want to figure out a way they can feel good, look good, be active, and be with like-minded individuals as well as thrive in whatever their personal objectives are.’ Equinox also has a parallel chain of five-star hotels, intended for what Spevak called, somewhat intimidatingly, the ‘high-performance traveller’.


All this can be hugely excluding. Even lower-cost, mass-market gyms, some of which have made admirable attempts to reach out to a broader market, can remain intimidating environments to many. Smith Maguire is highly sceptical about gyms of any sort making real inroads into overall inactivity levels. ‘The commercial fitness industry itself is a product of that draining away of everyday activity. Markets rely on problems,’ she says. ‘I’m deeply suspicious of any health promotion strategy that rests on individuals making specific choices, because those choices are not individually theirs to make.’


Numerous governments have bought into the illusion that urging people to exercise in their spare time can make up for reduced activity in everyday life. The UK is something of a poster child for this approach. Recent decades have seen minimal investment in areas such as infrastructure for safer walking and cycling. But at the same time, the amount of public money put into elite sport has grown vastly. At the 1996 Atlanta Olympics, the UK squad, assembled on a total budget of about £5 million, came thirty-eighth in the medal table. This prompted an outpouring of national angst, followed by an inflow of money from National Lottery funds. By the Sydney Olympics four years later, the UK team’s budget was nearly £59 million. For Rio in 2016, with the UK now second in the medals tally, this had reached £274 million.28 Coincidentally, the Rio budget is almost exactly the same as annual government spending on Public Health England,29 which is not only tasked with promoting more activity, but also leads on efforts in areas including tobacco and alcohol, as well as, of course, infectious diseases like coronavirus. This is all about to change, after the government announced it will replace PHE with a new organisation focused on infectious illnesses, with the preventative health work hived off elsewhere, possibly to local government.


Those millions spent on Olympic medals might have brought a few weeks of national cheer, but there is minimal evidence they boosted overall activity levels, whether in sport or elsewhere. Statistics from Sport England, the same body responsible for handing out the Olympic money, show that the proportion of people who say they never take part in any sport – about 55 per cent of the population – has stayed more or less static for a decade.30


A particularly telling example is cycling. After British cyclists won dozens of gold medals over a succession of Olympics, and then took a series of Tour de France titles, there was much talk of a boom in cycling numbers. And for a period there was a rise in bike sales, and an increase in cycle commuter numbers in a handful of places. But if you look at the detailed statistics, any impression of real change evaporates. Government figures show that from 2002 to 2018, the average number of bike trips per person per year stayed largely flat, declining marginally from an already minuscule eighteen to seventeen. The average number of miles ridden did rise a bit, which was perhaps the one impact of all the new racing cyclists – they tended to go for slightly longer rides.31


Another problem with sport is that its benefits are not felt evenly. People from disadvantaged socio-economic groups have long been less likely to participate in physical activity overall, and this effect is magnified with exercise. The most recent UK data shows that while 51 per cent of people in the top social grades as defined in government statistics take part in at least some sport, for those in the most deprived groups this drops to 35 per cent.32


Prompted by decades of government messaging, many people try exercise and then find that an initial burst of enthusiasm gradually evaporates. Insiders from the fitness industry will happily tell you that a significant part of the business model of most gyms are the clients known as ‘sleepers’ – those who take out a membership but then rarely, if ever, attend. There are varying statistics for absentee members, but one seemingly rigorous 2017 UK poll suggested that 11 per cent of people had not removed their gym cards from their wallets once in the past year.33


There is deep concern among many public health professionals that the focus on sport rather than more regular movement allows governments to pretend they are tackling inactivity, and ignore the wider problems. Dr Adrian Davies, whom we heard from in the last chapter, is particularly scathing about what he calls the ‘Eton playing fields mindset’, saying: ‘There’s nothing wrong with sport, but if you look at the fitness levels of the whole population, we need to do routine, moderate physical activity before you start to ask people to engage in vigorous activity.’34


Additionally, the glaring contrast between Harvey Spevak’s small minority of toned, have-it-all, twice-a-day gym-goers and the four-in-ten Britons who barely exert their bodies at all is fertile ground for shame and stigma, particularly when excess weight is involved. Such judgements are deeply unfair.


This is one of the most vital messages I would hope people take from this book: labelling someone who is inactive as lazy and ignorant, or to condemn yourself in those terms, is to utterly miss the point. This is a process which has played out across whole populations, and over decades. This is not an individual story, or a failure of willpower. It is much, much bigger than that.


Next steps:




Think about your routine, and how and when you are physical. Is it just through exercise – and if so, can it be hard to find the time? Then think about how you might be able to incorporate any sort of exertion into everyday life – everything from climbing one flight of stairs to parking 200 metres further away than normal – instead.





I. What is generally called a calorie is officially a ‘kilocalorie’, which is the amount of energy needed to raise the temperature of a litre of water by one degree Centigrade while at sea level. But as ‘calorie’ is so widely adopted, I’ll use it when discussing energy intake and expenditure.
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