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The work of this Committee occurs at a pivotal time for Canada. As with most countries, the population is aging and an overall goal is to maintain health and well-being throughout the life course. Prior testimony presented to this Committee positions active living as a solution to meeting that goal. 
Benefits of the active aging framework

A person’s level of function is far more important than chronological age when describing older adults. For active living discussions, the five levels of function
 described by Dr. Spirduso are relevant. These range from physically dependent through physically independent to physically elite. There are frail adults in their sixties who need assistance with basic activities, such as dressing, while others run marathons in their eighties. 

The term “active living” means giving people the opportunity to engage in physical activity throughout their daily lives
. 

“Active aging” expands on that concept, and means being engaged in life as fully as possible throughout the life span. Those areas of engagement can be categorized as physical activity, intellectual and social activity, vocational activity and emotional and spiritual health. These are called the dimensions of wellness
, and are increasingly used as a framework to structure programs for older adults. 

The concept of active aging was adopted by the World Health Organization
 in the late 1990s, and there has been a dramatic increase in the use of the term, active aging, over the past 5 years, both in research papers and in programs directed to older adults. 
Definition of the World Health Organization: “Active aging is the process of optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in order to enhance quality of life as people age.”

Today, active aging is a conceptual framework for planning and implementation because it recognizes that humans are multidimensional beings and all our activities are interrelated.  

People can stay engaged in life and contribute, even if they have a health condition. That is an advantage of the active aging concept, because it does not define people strictly by their health status. 
Active aging is compatible with the vision of the National Framework on Aging: “Canada, a society for all ages, promotes the well-being and contributions of older people in all aspects of life.”  Engagement was also the key message in the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing.

Benefits of physical activity

Physical activity is only one component of a healthy and engaged life. However, it is a key component because being physically independent and able to function enables people to participate fully in life. 
An additional advantage to promoting physical activity is that it often encourages social and intellectual activity, and improves emotional well-being. A group exercise class and a walking club are examples of social interactions; memorizing an exercise sequence or using a handheld compass or global positioning system to walk or run a trail is an example of an intellectual component.

When formulating policy, it is helpful to understand the distinction between physical activity and exercise
.
Physical activity. Daily activities that increase energy expenditure, such as golf, gardening, walking, raking leaves and housework.

Exercise. Physical activity intended to develop physical fitness, such as strength, cardiovascular or flexibility exercise, challenging walking and therapeutic exercise.

Why older people don’t exercise

Older adults have identified the reasons why they do not exercise or engage in physical activity. They don’t have time, it costs too much, they don’t know where to go or how to start. 
Younger older adults in their 50s and 60s tend to say they know activity is important but don’t have time; older adults say they have little interest and equate exercise with work.

The question becomes, what will motivate aging adults to become more physically active?

Four broad areas to encourage physical activity 

1. Increase the priority of physical activity as a component of health promotion.

· Educate federal, provincial and local government officials on the cost-saving potential of physical activity programs
. Recommend legislation and policies that will allocate funds to support physical activity and recreation programs in both the public and private sectors.

· Fund and publicize demonstration projects and model programs that are successful in attracting older adults and improving their health and quality of life.
· Build physical activity programs into current funding streams for community and senior centers and other organizations partially or fully funded by government to make physical activity programs part of their missions and program offerings. 

· There are already many initiatives to increase physical activity among older Canadians. We have the National Framework, Healthy Aging in Canada, programs from the Coalition for Active Living and other national and provincial strategies organized by the government and NGOs.  What we do not have at a high level is communication to know about them. It would be helpful to have a central repository to collect and disseminate these resources so that there is awareness of available frameworks. 
2. Present messages that are likely to be meaningful to older adults.

While the government and other organizations can make physical activity opportunities available, it is the older adults themselves who have to decide to access them. 

Fear-based messages that a person may fall or be at risk for a medical condition are not generally successful for behavior change. People usually think they are not at risk and that these messages don’t apply to them
.

· Messages of the advantages of exercise in supporting the everyday lives of older adults are more effective. For example, if you increase physical activity, you can play ball with your grandchildren, walk with your friends, enjoy a trip to the museum, travel on vacation.
· Along with the words of the message are the images. Show real older people independent, engaged and contributing.
· A less obvious, but critical, component of this effort is to make exercise fun. When the emphasis on science and evidence-based outcomes is too great, physical activity becomes intimidating and not enjoyable. 

3. Provide policy and incentives to organizations and to older adults themselves. 

For individuals, consider that the cost of planned exercise can be a barrier to participation.

· One option is tax relief. Recently Canada provided a tax credit of $500 for children who engaged in physical activity.  Why not offer the same benefit to older adults? Another option is to remove the GST tax (6%) from fee-based programs for older adults.
· A recent change in the US tax code enabled individuals to deduct the unreimbursed cost of physician-prescribed weight loss programs for specific health issues (hypertension, diabetes, heart disease, obesity).  This does not include items like health club memberships
.  The tax break was offered because of the high medical costs associated with obesity.
· Offer tax incentives to companies that implement workforce wellness programs, with financial incentives increasing according to employee participation. 
Another issue is accessibility.  If half of the older adults in Canada decided today they wanted to exercise, is there a place for them to go?  Are there enough health clubs in Canada with age-specific capacity?  Enough seniors centers with physical activity programs that appeal to the diversity of functional levels and interests? 
· Provide tax incentives to health clubs, wellness programs, personal training businesses and recreation programs that create programs specific to adults over 50 years old in community settings.

· Walkable neighborhoods with safe sidewalks and nearby services encourage physical activity, and urban and rural planning policies are needed to encourage these. 

4.  Encourage training for people who will work with older adults.

There are a limited number of people who are qualified and trained to deliver exercise and recreation programs for older adults. This is an important point because aging adults are more likely to have conditions that require additional knowledge and supervision.

· For a basic program with basically healthy individuals, volunteers can provide a solution.  Volunteering is one way people stay engaged in life.  The National Advisory Council on Aging stated that young seniors are increasingly volunteering with older seniors.  Can these volunteers be trained to deliver activity programs?

· Can community colleges and other educators be rewarded for launching programs to train physical activity instructors?  The International Curriculum Guidelines are already available, developed by a coalition that included Canadian experts
. The International Curriculum Guidelines includes an appendix for Canadian instructors and is already being distributed through Canadian NGOs.

· Develop programs to recruit and train peer mentors: older adults who telephone other adults with similar medical or activity histories to encourage physical activity.

· Provide scholarships and tuition reimbursement for fitness/wellness instructors taking geriatrics courses or certificates in exercise for older adults.
· Develop programs that train primary and allied health care workers on how to coach adherence to physical activity participation.
Recommendations

Active aging is a framework that is being used by the World Health Organization and countries in the European Union to plan policies for aging populations. Active aging means being engaged in life as fully as possible throughout the life span.
On the federal level, Canada can adopt policies that encourage awareness of the benefits of physical activity (active living), both among professionals and the public. Tax credits for offering or participating in age-restricted programs can be offered. 
It is necessary to provide incentives for educators to develop curriculums for training workers to lead older adults, and for potential instructors to learn from the training. For older adults, positive messages of how physical activity will increase their ability to maintain functional independence and enjoy life are critical for adoption.
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