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Physical inactivity in the 
headlines – what is the story?1

The Helsinki City Strategy highlights the promo-

tion of physical activity as a spearhead project, 

recognising that physical inactivity is one of 

the most significant factors contributing to the 

deterioration of wellbeing. 

A growing proportion of residents of Helsinki 

engages in at least some sports or exercise. 

Also the percentage of people that do no 

recreational sports or exercise has steadily 

decreased. Finnish people also actively engage 

in outdoor activities. At the same time, people’s 

everyday lives have changed in such a way that 

physical activity is no longer a part of everyday 

life as it was before.

Physical inactivity is a concrete example of 

modern life´s wicked problem: rise in wellbe-

ing and standards of living are also partially to 

blame for a new kind of ill-being. Physical inac-

tivity is known globally to be the fourth most 

significant risk factor of premature death. 

The Physical Activity 
Programme of the City 
of Helsinki broadens 
the perspective from 
promoting exercise 
to promoting physical 
activity and reducing 
sedentary time.
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From severe consequences to 
personal benefits2

There are strong scientific grounds for pro-

moting physical activity more effectively. Phys-

ical activity generates value across economic, 

health and wellbeing, social, environmental and 

overall monetary impact. 

The growing awareness 
of wellbeing and health 
can also be seen in the 
growing demand for 
new kinds of services, 
conditions, business  
activities and digital  
innovations.

Business, economy
• Stimulates business 

opportunities and employment
• Stimulates travel

Health and wellbeing
• Better health and quality of life

• Less lifestyle diseases 
(e.g. type 2 diabetes)

• Less overweight and obesity
• Less cancer

Social  integration
•reduces marginalisation and

loneliness
•stronger social relationships

•increased self-confidence, esteem 
and efficacy

Learning, memory, brain health
• Less memory disorders

• Better mathematical and linguistic skills
• Better blood circulation in the brain
• Better concentration and attention

• More satisfaction at school

Mental health and wellbeing
• Lower levels of anxiety

• Lower levels of depression
• Helps prevent onset of depression

Work ability
•Improved work ability and productivity

•Improved stress management and coping
•Extended working life

•Fewer absences due to sick leave

Environment
•Less traffic emissions, noise and 

carbon monoxide
•Less congestion and accidents

•More enjoyment of the environment



5

Helsinki is taking the promotion 
of physical activity seriously3

The City of Helsinki is highlighting the promo-

tion of physical activity as a strategic spear-

head project. 

Physical activity is being integrated into the

City of Helsinki’s basic operations, budget 

planning and divisional targets as part 

of the promotion of wellbeing and 

health. 

Instead of pondering what 

should be done, the City of 

Helsinki’s Physical Activity Programme focuses 

above all on how it should be done.

The actions of the Physical Activity Pro-

gramme are targeted at the overall 

system, community and environment, 

as well as the individual level. Over 

the next three years, approxi-

mately 60 actions will make 

physical activity a visible 

part of the everyday lives 

of residents.

System: 
 Cross-administrative and multidisciplinary 

structures and operating methods, 
new innovations, utilisation 
of technology, knowledge 

management, participation, 
resident orientation Individuals: 

Identifying and 
acknowledging differ-

ences between individuals 
and target groups, targeted 

actions, listening to city residents 
and assessing resident satisfaction 

Environment: 
Urban physical 

activity, activation of 
everyday physical activity, 

safe and unhindered walking 
and cycling conditions, 

development of green areas, 
promotion of outdoor activities

Influencing physical activity, applied (GAPPA, WHO)
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City of Helsinki as a promoter 
of physical activity4

Physical activity is the common cause of the 

entire City of Helsinki and promoted in a bold 

and innovative manner. Each division of the City 

of Helsinki is responsible for tasks that either 

directly or indirectly affect the preconditions 

for the physical activity of Helsinki residents. 

Regular interaction between the City of Helsin-

ki’s divisions will create broader actions and 

initiatives that cross divisional boundaries.

  

Education

Early childhood 
education and 

preschool education
conditions (facilities, 
yards); operational

 environment;  supporting
 growth, development and 

learning

Comprehensive 
education:

Learning environments 
(facilities, yards), teaching 

arrangements, physical 
education, operational 

culture 

Playgrounds, play 
areas, morning and 
afternoon activities 
and club activities 

Upper secondary 
and vocational 

education and public 
education work

Adult Education 
Centres: 

sports groups

Services in Swedish

Social Services 
and Health Care

Maternity and child 
health clinics: 

lifestyle guidance, 
health check

Older people’s 
housing services, 

service centres and 
day activities 

School and student 
health care: 

lifestyle guidance, 
health checks

Disability Services: 
aid devices, transport 
services, instruction, 

guidance 

Encouraging 
physical activity 

in family, health and 
well-being centres and 
hospital, rehabilitation

 and care services.

Urban 
Environment

City planning and 
land use: 

community structure, 
everyday physical 

activity, local services

Traffic and Street
 Planning: 

Walking and cycling 
conditions and 
development

Buildings and 
Public Areas

City Executive
 Office

Strategic
development 

of the City

Business and 
competitiveness

e.g. events

Immigration

Occupational
Well-being

Culture and 
Leisure

Sports Services

Recreation Services

Culture

Sports Activation 
e.g. supporting sports
 clubs, PA councelling, 

sports planning

Sports Facilities

Management, 
implementation 
and monitoring 
of the Physical 

Activity 
Programme

Youth
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The premise of the programme is that the City 

of Helsinki should function as an active plat-

form for actors and the self-motivated active-

ness of residents. This is important because 

promoting physical activity has not conformed 

to administrative boundaries for a long time 

and there is no clear distinction between the 

public, private and third sectors. There is grow-

ing interest in the programme among compa-

nies, associations, researchers and interna-

tional partners.   

City of 
Helsinki

Sports 
clubs

Media

Government

Research

Companies

NGÓ s

Sport tech

Events

City as a platform5
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Targets and actions 2018–20216

Over the next three years, approximately 60 

actions will make physical activity a visible part 

of the everyday lives of residents. The Physical 

Activity Programme has 8 target areas. 

The operational cultures in workplaces, schools, 

early childhood education and educational insti-

tutions will change and be challenged. 

The urban environment, infrastructure and 

services will be developed to promote wellbeing 

and physical activity in a variety of ways. There 

will be a broader understanding of the reasons 

for becoming more physically active. 

The City of Helsinki’s personnel will be trained 

and encouraged to be physically active. Exer-

cise offerings and conditions will be developed 

to better meet the needs of people with an 

illness, disability or limited capacity. Older peo-

ple will be encouraged to engage in more phys-

ical activity through both sports and culture. 

The action plan will be developed and updated 

constantly.

Awareness will be increased 
(4 actions)

Systemic change: together, 
innovatively (11 actions)

Older people will be more 
physically active 

(6 actions)

Physical activity will be utili
sed in the prevention

and treatment of illnesses 
and rehabilitation 

(7 actions)

The urban environment 
will draw people to be physi-

cally active  (11 actions)

Small children will adopt 
basic skills and habits 

of physical activity 
(4 actions)

Physical activity will be a part 
of the life of children and 
young people (8 actions)

The City’s personnel will be 
more physically active and 

sit less (6 actions)
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Monitoring and indicators7
The City of Helsinki’s Executive Board shall monitor the programme by means of three strategic 

indicators: 

	 . Percentages of physical activity and sedentary time during the waking hours of Helsinki 	

	   residents (motion measurement data by age group and gender)

	 . Children’s physical capacity (Move! measurements in fifth and eighth grades)

	 . Percentage of people engaging in recreational exercise

A realistic estimated timeframe for achieving more permanent changes in the physical activity 

behaviour of Helsinki residents is within approximately five years of the start of the actions. 

9

The programme also offers 
an opportunity to create 
a new perspective for the 
evaluation of the long-term 
impact of physical activity 
with regard to, for example, 
the state of health, work 
and functional capacity, 
learning results, and social 
and mental wellbeing.
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Background materials8
The Physical activity Programme takes into 

account the following: the guidelines of the 

Helsinki City Strategy; key research, monitor-

ing and assessment data on the physical 

activity of different age groups; and the cur-

rent situation regarding the City of Helsinki’s 

activities regarding physical activity, including 

their strengths and main development needs.

Please be free to read the whole Physical

Activity Programme attached.

Further information:

Minna Paajanen

Project Manager

+358 40 726 2623 

minna.paajanen@hel.fi 

City of Helsinki

www.helsinkiliikkuu.fi 

#helsinkiliikkuu

#helsinkionthemove

10



11

Many ways to be active in Helsinki
Population of Helsinki 648,042

818
Indoor sports  
facilities

16*
Swimming halls

92
Dog parks

63
Outdoor recreation  
and excursion areas

169
Skating rinks and  
artificial ice rinks

1,200 km
Cycling routes

14
Indoor skating 
rinks

27
Beaches

216 km
Jogging tracks  
and footpaths

13
Winter swimming 
places

12,000
Moorings for  
leisure boats

* including outdoor swimming pools and a sea pool






