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INTRODUCTION
There is an inactivity crisis in Canada. 

Roughly half (51%) of Canadian adults (18 to 79 years) and 72% of children and youth (5 to 17 years) are
not active enough to meet recommended physical activity guidelines.1,2 These moderate-to-high levels 
of physical inactivity have remained stubbornly unchanged over the past few decades. Furthermore,
physical activity opportunities and participation rates are not equal for all Canadians, fluctuating
significantly based on gender, age, geographical location, disability and race/culture.3 Canada is not
alone in this regard; physical inactivity is a global issue and is one of four leading risk factors of death
worldwide.4 For instance, across 168 countries, physical inactivity was roughly 28% in 2016 and this
percentage has not changed significantly since 2001.3

The association between regular physical activity and health, in terms of reduced risk of morbidity and
mortality for certain non-communicable health conditions has been well-established in the literature.3

More specifically, physical inactivity is a modifiable risk factor linked to health conditions such as,
cardiovascular disease, hypertension, stroke, osteoporosis, breast and colon cancer, diabetes (type 2)
and depression – all which can lead to significant health care costs. 

Adding to these challenges, Canada (and the world) has been forced to respond to several serious crises
including the growing impacts of climate change and a global pandemic, which have posed serious
repercussions to both individual and community health and well-being. So far in 2023, the world has
experienced the hottest temperature on record5 and, in Canada, we have had 11.5 million hectares of
devastation due to wildfires.6 The sport, physical activity and recreation sector has played an essential
part in addressing and helping to navigate and mitigate these impacts. Recreation facilities have turned
into emergency shelters for people seeking refuge from heat exposure and/or as a result of evacuation
due to fires and flooding. Climate change is a significant concern that is not limited to Canada. In fact, 
an International Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is looking at the effects and impacts on
human health, the economy and on communities, along with mitigation and adaptation strategies.7

Recent changes due to environmental disasters and warnings (e.g., flooding, wildfires, snow and ice
storms, heat exposure) or the pandemic (e.g., shifting to telecommuting, closures in facilities, increased
sitting and screen time, increased feelings of loneliness and isolation) may contribute to declines or
plateaus in sport or physical activity participation rates. For instance, outdoor sport and recreation

programs, events and recess periods have been
cancelled due to air pollution warnings. We also
know that environmental issues and even the
pandemic, for example, affected the health and 
well-being of some populations more than 
others, including individuals from lower income
neighbourhoods and individuals with disabilities.8,9

Competing with these societal factors requires
additional efforts, supports and resources to try 
to shift activity levels by even a few percent. 

Roughly half (51%) of Canadian
adults (18 to 79 years) and 72% of
children and youth (5 to 17 years) 
are not active enough to meet
recommended physical activity
guidelines.
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Improving the health and well-being of all people
living in Canada requires knowledge about the
diversity of the Canadian population over time,
including the identification of specific groups that 
may be at a higher risk for poor health outcomes.
Research indicates that certain health conditions
disproportionately affect various populations, 
such as women, older adults, Indigenous persons,
persons with a disability and individuals from the LGBTQ2S+ community.10,11 Ultimately, the contribution
of modifiable lifestyle factors (such as physical activity) that have the potential to address poor health
outcomes can be understood though credible data. This data, along with concrete, evidence-based and
practical actions through targeted strategies (e.g., health promotion campaigns), and long-term financial
resources are all important components for inspiring behaviour change. Without required and sustained
investment, the provision of parks and outdoor spaces, and local recreation and sport facilities and
services, and quality programs that are inclusive, equitable, diverse and accessible will be at risk.

These significant issues demonstrate the need for this project. Sport, physical activity and recreation
are vital contributors to creating healthy individuals, vibrant and inclusive communities, and a prosperous
economy. Yet, decision-makers at all levels of government and in organizations and institutions are
frequently required to justify investments in sport, physical activity and recreation. They require
quantifiable outcome measures that demonstrate the value of investing in these building blocks of
community. We have synthesized the impact data identified in this report with the goal of making it
easy for decision-makers, policy-makers, and service and delivery providers to build the case for sport,
physical activity and recreation to help create strong, dynamic and active communities and a healthy,
connected and engaged citizenry.

The Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute (CFLRI) and the Canadian Parks and Recreation
Association (CPRA) have worked collaboratively to supply government departments and non-
government organizations (including, but not limited to, organizations involved in sport, physical activity
and recreation, such as education, justice, health, and the environment) with concrete, detailed evidence
and information about the social, health, environmental and economic impact of sport, physical activity
and recreation, collected through a credible and objective process. Given that these impact numbers in
the four areas of focus assess different constructs or concepts, these amounts cannot be added together,
but rather they must be considered individually as in some cases they reflect positive contributions to
society whereas others represent costs.

Sport, physical activity and
recreation are vital contributors to
creating healthy individuals, vibrant
and inclusive communities, and a
prosperous economy. 



Intended audiences
Findings from this project are applicable to a wide and diverse audience. In particular, the findings from
this project will be of significant interest to the following vested groups. 

Community leaders
(e.g., recreation

professionals, municipal
council, city planners)

Provincial/territorial
and federal

governments

Sector-based
organizations 

(those involved in sport,
physical activity, and
recreation but others
including education,

justice, health, and the
environment, as examples)

Academics and
researchers

International
organizations and

governments
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Key Objectives and Project Activities
Table 1 describes the methodology that were employed to bring this project to fruition. 

Objectives Project Activities

1.0 Develop a framework and mechanism to understand the data required to quantify the social, health,
environmental and economic impact and return-on-investment of physical activity, sport and recreation
for the sector and other organizations or governments.

1.1 Establish an Executive Committee of CFLRI and CPRA staff and Board members to oversee all aspects of the project.

1.2 Develop a Framework to identify relevant indicators related to the social, health, environmental and economic
impact of sport, physical activity and recreation. For each indicator, we identified national data sources and
identified the gaps that existed in that data. During the development of the Framework, we also identified and
reviewed comparable international sources. 

1.3 Establish an Expert Committee to harness the expertise from academics, governments, businesses, national
organizations, and international partners on the framework, indicators, data sources and the development of 
tools to increase the access and usage of the findings for the project.

2.0 Analyze and synthesis the findings.

2.1 Engage a contractor (Raymond Chabot Grant Thornton) to assist with the economic and monetary conversion
and analyses.

2.2 Analyze and synthesize data including the computation of monetary equivalent for all impacts, where appropriate. 

2.3 Conduct a population-based survey to fill the gaps in the data, as required.

2.4 Conduct a validation process to ensure integrity of data and calculations. 

3.0 Develop evidence-based, easy-to-use tools and knowledge products that can be used by sector
organizations, other organizations and governments.

3.1 Establish a Knowledge Mobilization Committee to explore options for knowledge translation, exchange and
mobilization. This includes identifying key audiences and users representing various jurisdictions and developing
a dissemination and communication plan.

3.2 Disseminate and promote reports, documents and tools widely across various sectors. 

Table 1. Key objectives and project activities

i d R h
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Impacts of sport, physical activity and recreation
To quantify the contribution of sport, physical activity and recreation to our society, their impacts were
analyzed based on four categories – social, health, environmental and economic. The direct economic
impact of these activities on communities is significant: hundreds of thousands of jobs are supported
across Canada related to sport and recreation, billions of dollars are invested in the construction or renewal
of infrastructure, and billions of dollars are injected into the economy through tourism.

In addition to these more easily quantifiable impacts, the actual participation in sport, physical activity,
and recreation generates other important benefits for individuals and communities in Canada. Literature
is rich in studies documenting positive impacts related to population health through improved general
population health, improved mental health, decreased chronic disease, and improved productivity. We
also looked at the social benefits of sport, physical activity, and recreation in terms of the contribution to
the social network, social cohesion and social capital, all of which contribute to the well-being and health
of the community (e.g., increased volunteerism, reduced crime, local and community development, and
the contribution to national and community pride). Finally, we only have to turn on the daily news to
remind us of how critical the changes to the environment have impacted our ability to participate in
sport, physical activity and recreation, and as such, another section of this report focuses on the
environmental impacts. This section will include discussions about air pollution, active transportation,
public transit and green spaces and parks. 

The framework of indicators that informed this work was derived from various sources: national policies,
frameworks and strategies, international work, literature and internal sources. A large set of indicators
(n=77) comprised the framework and represented the four key areas identified in Figure 1. The indicators
were not all captured in this document due to a lack of nationally represented data sources, a lack of
current data, or no data available. This project is intended to be fluid, permitting CFLRI and CPRA to
incorporate new or improved data as it becomes available over time. Given the focus on participation
and in community sport, physical activity, and recreation, this analysis did not include the impact on
sport, physical activity, and recreation related to gambling, media rights, some retail sales (e.g., clothing),
limited impact of games, professional sport ticketing, and player transfers. 

Figure 1. Framework developed for project.

Health impacts Social impacts

Economic impacts Environmental impacts
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ECONOMIC IMPACTS
The economic impact generated by sport, physical activity
and recreation has been estimated at $37.2 billion on 
an average annual basis. This value reflects the annual
contribution to Canada’s gross domestic product from
sport, physical activity, recreation and retail sales.
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Economic Impacts
Quantifying the importance of sport, physical activity and recreation on the national economy 
requires a multi-faceted approach that considers both the direct (e.g., revenue generated) and indirect 
(e.g., employment) values, while also considering the additional economic impact through health, 
social and environmental benefits. This section provides a better understanding of the economic
contribution of the sport, physical activity and recreation sector/industry – valuable information 
which decision-makers can use to inform policy. 

This section describes the value and impact as it relates to the following:

Activities contributing generally to the economy:

• Economic activities, such as operating revenue, expenditures, and profit generated as goods and
services produced within the sport and recreation industry

• Contribution of sport, physical activity and recreation on the gross domestic product (GDP)

• Impact of sport, physical activity and recreation on employment

• Contribution of sport, physical activity and recreation to tourism

• Retail activities within the sport and recreation industry

Government investments:

• Government investment in infrastructure

• Canadians’ perceptions about investments in sport. 

For this section, data for sport is reflected as its own category from economic accounts. It is important to
understand the classifications used throughout this chapter to describe the concept of active recreation.
Here, the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) was used to identify the appropriate
industry representing the active recreation sector. The NAICS was developed by statistical agencies
across Canada, the United States and Mexico to summarize and compare economic activities between
the three countries.1 In Canada, the agency responsible is Statistics Canada. 

For the purposes of this project, economic summaries are presented for the industry group 7139 – “other
amusement and recreation” industries, which is comprised of the following businesses: golf courses and
country clubs, skiing facilities, marinas, fitness and recreational sport centres, bowling centres, and all
other amusement and recreation industries (e.g., sports clubs). This category was selected as it best
represents active recreation. NAICS has a classification for public administration (local, municipal and
regional governments), however, does not provide any sub-classifications for parks, recreation and
culture, and therefore was not included in this analyses. Provincial and territorial reporting (such as
municipal financial statements) show that parks, recreation and culture are a significant employer 
for both full-time and part-time workers, and given that the national accounts were used, the
employment values in this section may be an underestimate.

The economic impact of sport, physical activity and recreation was derived from the summation of
values for gross domestic product (GDP) as it relates to sport, the amusement and recreation sector 
and by retail sales. The economic value of sport, physical activity and recreation has been estimated 
at $37.2 billion in 2022 (i.e., $8.8 billion contributed from recreation and amusement, $6.9 billion 
from the sport sector and $21.5 billion in retail sales).
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Revenue, Expenditures, and Profit 
Overall economic growth has supported the sport, physical activity and recreation industries to be
profitable. The profitability of a business can be determined by comparing the operational revenues to
the expenses (i.e., profit margin). In 2021, industries in the “other amusement and recreation” industry
group reported $9.6 billion dollars in operational revenue and $8.9 billion in expenditures ($3.2 billion of
which were for salaries, wages, commissions, and benefits) and a profit margin of 7.7%.2 A profit in the
amusement and recreation industry was observed for the last 10 years, with the highest profit margin
observed in 2021 (see Chart 1).

Revenue of industries within the “other amusement and recreation” sector – Businesses in the sport,
physical activity and recreation industry were faced with operational challenges that arose during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, but there seems to be some recovery in 2021. In 2019, the operating revenue 
for industries in the “other amusement and recreation sector” was $11.6 billion; this estimate dropped to 
$9.57 billion in 2020, resulting in an 18% decrease compared to 2019. The good news is that the sector
saw some growth in operational revenue, demonstrated by a slight increase in revenue of 0.32% in 2021,
compared to the previous year.2 Interestingly, in addition to the observed growth in operating revenue in
2021, operating expenditures decreased from $9.1 billion in 2020 to $8.9 billion in 2021 (a 2.8% decrease).

Overall economic growth 
has supported the sport,
physical activity and 
recreation industries to 
be profitable. 

Chart 1: Operating revenue and expenditures for the amusement and recreation industry, 2012-20212

*Data for Prince Edward Island, Northwest Territories and Nunavut is limited



When considering the ratio between revenue and expenditures in 2021, the golf industry had the highest
profit margin at 14.1%, followed by businesses in the “all other amusement and recreation” industry 
(e.g., outdoor adventure organizations or sports clubs) at 10.0%. Fitness and recreational sport centres,
however, reported a deficit at -0.9%. Despite the lower operational revenue, the skiing industry saw an
overall surplus in operations with a profit margin of 8.5% in 2021.2
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Within the amusement and recreation sector, the golf and fitness industries are the greatest revenue
generating businesses. In 2021, the amusement and recreation sector generated $9.6 billion in revenue, 
a third of which ($3.2 billion) came from the golf course and country club industry and $3.0 billion from
fitness and recreational sports centres.2 In previous years, the fitness industry reported the highest
revenue, however, in 2021, golf courses and country clubs surpassed the fitness and recreational sport
centres. Additional data is needed to determine if this change will persist. Revenue also increased for
businesses in the “all other amusement and recreation” industry, which includes industries such as
bowling, sport clubs, marinas, sport facilities, and all other amusement industries. This increase in
revenue was relatively small, rising from $2.4 billion to $2.5 billion (1.4% increase).2

Profit and loss – Overall, the other amusement and recreation industry remained profitable amid
pandemic-related challenges, yet this was not the case for all industries in the sector. The operational
challenges faced by the sector during the pandemic were not unique, indeed other industries in Canada
experienced similar hardships which resulted in decreases in profit during this time. What is important to
note is that from an economic perspective, it appears that industries in the active recreation sector are
bouncing back and are demonstrating profit margins comparable to, and in some cases better than, other
industries in Canada. This positive trend was reflected by an increase in the profit margin for businesses in
the “other amusement and recreation” industries from 4.8% in 2020 to 7.7% in 2021 (see Table 2).2 The
observed surplus was largely driven by the golf course and country club industry and the “all other
amusement and recreation” group. 

Table 2. Operating profit margin (surplus or deficit) for select industries by year2-8

Operating profit margin surplus or deficit (%)

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Private nursing and residential care facilities 9.8 10.3 10 9.2 8.6

Accommodation services 13.7 14.2 14.2 4.6 11.5

Food services and drinking places 4.3 4.2 3.8 3.0 3.7

Spectator sports, event promoters, artists, related industries 2.4 -2.6 -1.1 -15.6 -11.3

Amusement parks and arcades 15.8 12.2 10.3 -23.5 0.4

Other amusement and recreation 5.9 5.7 5.7 4.8 7.7

Golf courses and country clubs -0.2 0.7 0.9 10.3 14.1

Skiing facilities 13 12.3 11 11.2 8.5

Fitness and recreational sports 5.2 4.5 4.7 -1.7 -0.9

All other amusement and recreation industries 9.2 9.1 8.9 5.2 10.0
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Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Employment 
GDP is a mechanism used to measure the strength
of an economy. For simplicity’s sake, one can think 
of it as a country’s economic report card.9 The 
GDP value may be calculated in one of three ways,
using either the expenditure, income or the value-
added method.9,10 In addition to calculating the
national GDP, the calculation may be used to
measure the value of goods and services produced
within a specific industry. When added together,
the GDP values of all industries may reflect the total GDP of the economy.11 How well an economy is
doing depends on whether the GDP value is growing or shrinking, which can be determined by looking
at GDP values over time. It may also be of interest to look at global GDP estimates to determine how
one’s economy compares in respect to other nations. This project describes the GDP contribution of
sport, physical activity and recreation to Canada’s own economy. 

Understanding the full scope of the economic impact of sport, physical activity and recreation in Canada
also requires an understanding of how the recreation and sport sectors contribute to the economy. To
this end, this section describes the contribution of the amusement and recreation sector to GDP and
employment. Here the report will outline the direct and indirect contributions of the amusement and
recreation industry on GDP.

As the contribution of the “other amusement and recreation” sector on GDP is not readily available, 
this had to be calculated through the following steps:

Step 1 – Determine the ratio of 2022 total GDP (in chained dollars) to 2019 total GDP (this ratio
represents the variation in production without accounting for inflation).2,12

Step 2 – Estimate the 2022 operating revenue by multiplying the 2019 operating revenue by the ratio 
in Step 1 and the inflation rate (using the Consumer Price Index) between 2019 and 2022.13

Step 3 – Calculate the direct and indirect impact values in 2022 by multiplying the estimated 2022
operating revenue by a direct/indirect multiplier and add them for the total impact.14 

Step 4 – repeat for each province/territory.

It is important to note that the NAICS 7139 (“other amusement and recreation” industry) is separate 
from the “sport” industry. As a result, this report will include both sport and amusement and recreation
GDP in the overall computation. Sport GDP refers to the economic value added from the production of
goods and services through sport-related activities, regardless of the producing industry. The four main
sub-domains of sport that are included here are: (1) organized sport, (2) informal sport, (3) education
and training, and (4) governance, funding and professional support.15,16 Sport GDP did not require the
step-by-step calculation that the “other amusement and recreation industry” did, as it was readily
available. For the sport GDP, however, the indirect impact is not available, only the direct impact. 

GDP is a mechanism used to
measure the strength of an
economy. For simplicity’s sake,
one can think of it as a country’s
economic report card.9



Impact of “other amusement and recreation” industry and “sport” industry on employment – When
looking at employment specifically, the sport and recreation sector produced 259,829 jobs in 2022;15,18

the other amusement and recreation sector produced 159,374 jobs and sport resulted in 100,455 jobs.15,18

Education and training held the largest share (42%) of sport-related employment in 2022 with 42,308
jobs, followed organized sport (38,319 jobs) (see Chart 2). As per the introduction of this section, the
employment values may be an underestimate as the public service category of NAICS was not included
in this analyses.15,18 

Compared to 2021, there was a notable increase in employment related to the other amusement and
recreation industry (31,067 more jobs in 2022) and for sport (11,661 more jobs in 2022), signaling a 
closer return to pre-pandemic levels of employment.15,18
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Impact of “other amusement and recreation”
industry and “sport” industry on GDP – In 2022,
Canada’s amusement and recreation GDP was
estimated at $8.8 billion ($5.4 billion direct
impact and $3.4 billion indirect).2,12-14 In 2022,
sport GDP accounted for $6.9 billion, the highest
contributors of which were education and training
($2.8 billion) and organized sport ($1.9 billion)
(see Table 3).15 It is important to note that the
value of sport GDP was the highest in 2022 than 
it had been in over a decade but generally, the
contribution of sport GDP has fluctuated slightly
over time (except in 2020).15

Despite the impact of the pandemic on the sport industry, the sport economy is recovering. Public health
measures such as lockdowns and restrictions proved challenging for sport-related activities, as observed
by an 11% decrease in sport GDP in 2020 compared to the previous year.15 When looking at sport sub-
domains specifically, organized sport was the hardest hit, experiencing a 28% decrease in sport GDP in
2020 compared to 2019.15 While most sub-domains of sport experienced a decline during this period,
sport GDP as it relates to sport governance, funding and professional support grew by 1% in 2020
compared to 2019.15 The magnitude of impact of the pandemic varied across the nation and was likely due
to varying public health policies across jurisdictions. In 2022, however, sport GDP was on an upswing.15

GDP in 2022 dollars (x1,000)

Sport Total $6,895,569

Organized sport $1,918,936

Informal sport $391,687

Education and training $2,843,875

Governance, funding and professional support $1,741,068

Table 3. Sport GDP by industry sub-domains, 202215
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Chart 2: Employment in sport, 202215
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Impact of sport and recreational activities contributing specifically to tourism 
Tourism related to sport and recreation contributed significantly ($7.4 billion) to the Canadian economy
in 2019. Of this amount, $4.1 billion resulted from spending by domestic visitors, so those who were
travelling within the country. The remaining $3.3 billion was produced by spending from international
visitors travelling to or through the country.19 This almost equal distribution of spending does not,
however, translate into almost equal numbers of actual visitors. For example, the domestic visitor
spending of $4.1 billion represents 14.4 million domestic trips – 9.3 million trips that occurred on one 
day and 5.1 million that involved at least an overnight stay.19 On the other hand, the international visitor
spending of $3.3 billion was produced by only 1.4 million international visitors (roughly half from the U.S.
and half from other international).19 This translates into one-tenth of visitors accounting for 45% of all
spending. Clearly, the economic contribution of the international travel for sport and recreation tourism
cannot be overstated.19 In terms of expenditures
among all visitors, accommodations represented 
the highest spending. This is followed by food and
beverages costs, vehicular expenses, recreational 
and entertainment costs, and commercial
transportation expenses.19

Tourism related to sport and
recreation contributed $7.4 billion
to the Canadian economy in 2019. 



THE PRICE OF INACTIVITY: MEASURING THE POWERFUL IMPACT OF SPORT, PHYSICAL ACTIVITY, AND RECREATION IN CANADA14

As described in the previous paragraph, it is also possible to look at the contribution of recreation and
entertainment while visitors are travelling. Although “recreation and entertainment” may include some
passive activities, examination of this category allows one to explore the relative contribution and value
of this category in comparison to other essential categories of tourism, such as food and beverage or
accommodations expenses. So, for example, recreation and entertainment represents 7.8% of total
tourism activities in the country, whereas transportation represents 25.3%, accommodation is 23.2%,
other industries is 22.2%, food and beverage is 15.2%, and travel services is 6.4%.20 Over $3.4 billion 
of the recreation and entertainment GDP contribution within tourism was yielded in Canada in 2019,
representing 7.8% of the country’s tourism activities GDP.20 

This section primarily presents 2019 data, however, the COVID-19 pandemic affected tourism
considerably, including travel restrictions, requirements of proof of vaccination, and tracking apps.21

Based on 2021 data, signs indicated that travel trips had resumed to about 95% compared to 2019, 
which is promising given the demonstrated contribution of tourism to the GDP.22 More recent data
(2022) shows that expenditures on recreation and entertainment increased over 2019 levels, and 
outdoor activities in 2022 such as hiking, backpacking, or visiting national, provincial, or territorial 
parks increased over the same period in 2019.22 Despite these figures, we have not included tourism 
in the overall economic impact and value of sport, physical activity and recreation in this report because
of the potential of duplication across industries.  

Contribution of retail trade of sport, physical activity and recreation products 
Retail trade of sport and recreation products is an
important contributor to the economy. The retail
trade sector is defined as “establishments primarily
engaged in retailing merchandise…and rendering
services incidental to the sale of merchandise.”23 

Import, export, and international trade of sport
products – Import and export of sport products
decreased during the pandemic. In 2020, imports 
of sport products (i.e., goods, services) totaled 
$1.2 billion, whereas exports were $0.8 billion,
resulting in a decrease of more than 50% 
compared to the previous year.24 The United States
is Canada’s largest international trade partner for
sport products. The sub-domains contributing to
the most import and export of sport products 
were: organized sport (imports $608 million,
exports $277.5 million); education and training
(imports $112.2 million, exports $348.5 million);
governance, funding and professional support
(imports $454.8 million, exports 
$158.1 million).24 
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The value of interprovincial trade of sports 
products was $1.4 billion in 2018. Unfortunately, 
the most current estimates for interprovincial trade
are based on 2018 data. The largest contributors to
interprovincial trade of sport products came from
governance, funding and professional support and
organized sport.24 Additional research is needed to
update these numbers to understand the current
impact of interprovincial trade of sport products 
on the Canadian economy. 

Retail trade of sport, physical activity and recreation products – In 2022, retail trade of sport, 
physical activity and recreation products totaled $23.3 billion, $1.5 billion more than in the previous year
(7% increase).25 It is important to note that this total does not include all sport and recreation products. 
For example, this estimate does not include athletic clothing and therefore is likely an underestimate. 
The top three retail products contributing to sporting equipment sales were hunting, fishing and
camping equipment ($2.4 billion), bicycles and biking equipment, and accessories ($1.9 billion), 
and other sporting equipment ($1.2 billion).25 Retail sales of recreational vehicles (e.g., scooters and
snowmobiles) account for $12.3 billion. Athletic gear, such as footwear, is instrumental in facilitating
participation in sport and recreation. In 2022, athletic footwear totaled $2.7 billion in sales.25 Table 4
provides a more detailed breakdown of retail sales by commodity. 

In 2022, retail trade of sport,
physical activity and recreation
products totaled $23.3 billion, 
$1.5 billion more than in the
previous year.

Retail trade (Dollars x1,000)

Athletic footwear, at retail, Total $2,691,194

Men’s athletic footwear $1,365,286

Women’s athletic footwear $858,310

Children’s athletic footwear $467,598

Sporting equipment, Total $8,273,134

Bicycles and bicycle equipment and accessories $1,890,099

Exercise equipment $696,649

Golf equipment $736,328

Skiing and snowboarding equipment $139,901

Hunting, fishing and camping equipment $2,407,250

Team sporting equipment $947,165

Other sporting equipment $1,165,212

Recreational vehicles at retail, Total $12,347,311

New recreational vehicles $9,994,237

Used recreational vehicles $2,353,073

Table 4. Retail sales of sport, physical activity, and recreation products, 202225
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GDP is a measure of the economic activity of a defined area, based on the market value of goods and
services produced in this specific area. Since only part of the products included in the retail sales values
are produced in Canada, not all retail sales values contribute to GDP. Therefore, a simple multiplier to
estimate the impact of the retail sales on GDP has been used in the estimated value to contribute to the
overall economic impact value for this section ($37.2 billion). As such the value attributed to retail sales
as a contribution to GDP has been estimated at $21.5 billion. Moreover, the retail sales were reflected in
terms of GDP for the purposes of comparison with the GDP contribution of sport and amusement and
recreation. The unit must be the same for all values included in the economic impact.

Government investment in infrastructure 
Government investment in infrastructure is vital for the delivery of sport, physical activity, and recreation
programs and services. Here, investment refers to the direct contribution of funds for the purposes of
development or construction, purchasing of equipment, or for the maintenance or repair of existing
structures.26 In this section, we will explore how investments vary by the different levels of government
(federal, provincial/territorial and municipal). The focus here will be on three types of infrastructure:
sports facilities with spectator capacity, indoor recreation facilities and outdoor recreation facilities. As
the category for these facilities are recreation, culture and religion there may be some overlap in uses
such as multi-purpose use of facilities or some that are used for non-active purposes.

In 2022, the federal, provincial/territorial and municipal governments invested almost $2.0 billion in 
this type of infrastructure, more than half of which was directed toward outdoor recreation facilities.26

Specifically: 

• The federal government invested $32 million in sports facilities with spectator capacity, $144 million 
for indoor recreation facilities and $91 million towards outdoor recreation facilities.26 In total, the federal
government contributed $267 million towards the development, maintenance and/or repair of sport,
physical activity and recreation infrastructure. 

• The provincial and territorial governments made
similar total contributions to sport, physical
activity and recreation facilities; though they 
spent considerably less on sport facilities with
spectator capacity compared to both the federal
and municipal governments (at $7 million).26

Investment for outdoor facilities was $203 million
and $31 million was contributed towards indoor
facilities.26

• Municipal governments invested $1.5 billion 
in sport, physical activity and recreational
infrastructure in the same year, the bulk of 
which went towards indoor and outdoor facilities
($152 million for sports facilities with spectator
capacity, $617 million for indoor facilities and 
$716 million for outdoor facilities) (see Chart 3).26
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Despite these investments, a majority of Canadian
adults (61%) feel that the federal, provincial and
territorial governments should increase funding
somewhat (35%) or substantially (26%) for sport,
physical activity and recreation. Less than one-
quarter of adults (22%) feel that the funding
should remain the same, whereas only 7% feel 
that funding should decrease. When asked about
funding from municipal governments, 59% of
adults feel that funding should increase to some
extent; 34% feel that municipalities should somewhat increase funding and 25% say that funding should
substantially increase. With 26% reporting that municipal governments should keep the funding at status
quo, less than 10% are unsure or feel that the funding level should decrease.27 

A majority of Canadian adults (61%)
feel that the federal, provincial and
territorial governments should
increase funding somewhat (35%)
or substantially (26%) for sport,
physical activity and recreation. 

Chart 3: Government investment in infrastructure, 202226
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While municipal governments contributed the most to facilities compared to the provincial, territorial
and federal governments,26 it should be noted that some of the funds attributed to municipalities may
come from federal or provincial/territorial governments grants. As a result, the federal, provincial or
territorial contributions may be understated in the data.  

Investment from all levels of government in spectator sport facilities decreased slightly in 2022 compared
to the previous year, whereas funding for indoor and outdoor facilities increased during this time.26 The
decrease in funding of sport facilities may be attributed in part to the COVID-19 pandemic where public
health restrictions limited access to these facilities. 



THE PRICE OF INACTIVITY: MEASURING THE POWERFUL IMPACT OF SPORT, PHYSICAL ACTIVITY, AND RECREATION IN CANADA18

References for Economic impact section
1  Statistics Canada. (2021, Jul 30). Introduction to the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS)
Canada 2022 Version 1.0. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): www.statcan.gc.ca/en/subjects/standard/
naics/2022/v1/introduction 

2 Statistics Canada. (2022, Nov 16). Amusement and Recreation, Summary Statistics. Table 21-10-0057-01.
Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=2110005701

3 Statistics Canada. (2023, Mar 21). Public Nursing and Residential Care Facilities, Summary Statistics 
(x 1,000,000). Table 13-10-0101-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/
t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=1310010101

4 Statistics Canada. (2023, Mar 21). Private Nursing and Residential Care Facilities, Summary Statistics 
(x 1,000,000). Table 13-10-0102-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/
t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1310010201

5 Statistics Canada. (2023, Jan 18). Accommodation Services, Summary Statistics (x 1,000,000). 
Table 33-10-0102-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=3310010201

6 Statistics Canada. (2023, Feb 16). Food Services and Drinking Places, Summary Statistics (x 1,000,000).
Table 21-10-0171-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=2110017101

7 Statistics Canada. (2023, Feb 16). Spectator Sports, Event Promoters, Artists, Related Industries, 
Summary Statistics (x 1,000,000). Table 21-10-0169-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023):
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2110016901

8 Statistics Canada. (2022, Nov 16). Amusement and Recreation, Summary Statistics (x 1,000,000). 
Table 21-10-0057-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=2110005701

9 Statistics Canada. (2015, Sept). What is Gross Domestic Product (GDP)?. Catalogue Number: 11-629.-X,
Issue Number 2015034. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/sc/video/gdp 

10 Indeed Editorial Team. (2022, Nov 6). How to Calculate GDP in 3 Different Ways (with examples). Available
at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://ca.indeed.com/career-advice/career-development/how-to-calculate-
gdp?aceid=&gclid=CjwKCAjw9pGjBhB-EiwAa5jl3CZFyEoqCU6KzMMV7K-7jdIfcq1VI60uOfxrET6Ie3MRq2d19u
ruSBoCUWIQAvD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds

11 Statistics Canada. (n.d.). Gross Domestic Product by Industry – National (Monthly) (GDP). Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=1301 

12 Statistics Canada. (2022, Nov 8). Gross Domestic Product (GDP) at Basic Prices, by Sector and Industry,
Provincial and Territorial (x 1,000,000). Table 36-10-0487-01 (formerly CANSIM 381-0030). Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610048701

13 Statistics Canada. (2023, Jan 17). Consumer Price Index, Annual Average, Not Seasonally Adjusted. 
Table 18-10-0005-01 (formerly CANSIM 326-0021). Available at (accessed July 26, 2023):
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1810000501 .  



THE PRICE OF INACTIVITY: MEASURING THE POWERFUL IMPACT OF SPORT, PHYSICAL ACTIVITY, AND RECREATION IN CANADA19

14 Statistics Canada (2022, Dec 13). Input-Output Multipliers, Detail Level. Table 36-10-0594-01. Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610059401

15 Statistics Canada. (2023, Aug 9). National Culture and Sport Indicators by Domain and Sub-Domain 
(x 1,000).  Table 36-10-0652-01. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/
t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610065201

16 Statistics Canada, (2023, Jun 26), Culture and Sport Indicators by Domain and Sub-domain, by Province
and Territory, Product Perspective (x 1,000). Table: 36-10-0452-01 (formerly CANSIM 387-0012). Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610045201

17 Statistics Canada. (2022, Nov 8). Gross Domestic Product, Expenditure Based, Provincial and Territorial,
Annual. Tables: 36-10-0222-01 (formerly CANSIM 384-0038). Available at (accessed July 26, 2023):
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610022201

18 Statistics Canada. (2023, Mar 30). Employment by Industry, Annual.  Table 14-10-0202-01. Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=1410020201

19 Sport Tourism Canada. (2021, Sep 27). Value of Sport Tourism in 2019 Tops $7 Billion. Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://sporttourismcanada.com/value-of-sport-tourism-in-2019-tops-7-billion/

20 Statistics Canada. (2023, Feb 24). Provincial and Territorial Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and
Employment Generated by Tourism and Related Measures (x1,000,000). Table 24-10-0042-01. Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=2410004201

21 Liu, H. Statistics Canada. (2020, Oct 23). The Economic Impact of Travel Restrictions on the Canadian
Economy due to the COVID-19 Pandemic. Economic Insights Article: 11-626-X No. 125. Available at 
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2020023-eng.htm

22 Statistics Canada. (2023, Feb 27). National Travel Survey, Third Quarter 2022. The Daily. Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/230227/dq230227c-eng.htm

23 Statistics Canada. (2022). North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) Canada 2022, Version
1.0, 44-45 Retail Trade. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/
p3VD.pl?CLV=1&CPV=44-45&CST=27012022&CVD=1369826&Function=getVD&MLV=5&TVD=1369825

24 Statistics Canada. (2022, Oct 4). Trade of culture and sport products, 2022. The Daily. Available at
(accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/221004/dq221004a-eng.htm

25 Statistics Canada. (2023, Feb 28). Archived: Retail Trade Commodity Survey, Retail Sales, Inactive 
(x 1,000). Table 20-10-0016-01, 2023. Available at (accessed July 26, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/
t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2010001601

26 Statistics Canada. (2018, Oct 24, Updated 2023, June 14). Infrastructure Statistics Hub. Available at
(accessed September 8, 2023): https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-607-x/2018013/ic2-eng.htm

27 Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute. (2023). Custom analysis, 2023 Social, Health, Economic,
and Environmental Impact survey.



SOCIAL IMPACT
The social impact generated by sport, physical activity 
and recreation have been estimated at $13.6 billion on 
an average annual basis. Social impact reflected as the
value of volunteering for sport-based activities.
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SOCIAL IMPACT
Research shows that physical activity benefits individuals and the broader community. At the
individual level, regular participation in sport and physical activity can improve academic achievement,
employment status and life skills. Sport, physical activity and recreation also benefit the community 
by fostering community connections, community pride and cohesion. Here, the economic impact as 
it relates to social benefits is summarized as the sum of the financial contributions of volunteering. 

Volunteering
Sport and recreation would not exist without
volunteers, making volunteers essential to
community health and well-being. According 
to the CFLRI 2020 Sport Monitor Survey, 27% of
adults reported volunteering in an activity related
to sport.1 In terms of hours spent volunteering per
year, this places sport and recreation (105 hours) as
the third highest among organizations represented, following hospitals (111 hours) and religious
organizations (110 hours).2 The value of volunteering in Canada has been estimated at $13.6 billion in 2020.

We can estimate the value of volunteering by multiplying the total number of volunteer hours by the
average hourly wage of the amusement and recreation industry. Socio-demographic differences appear
for volunteering. Higher percentages of volunteers in sport are observed among men, younger adults,
those who are married or living with a partner, have a university degree, are living in higher income
households, or are living in the western provinces. Men report spending more hours volunteering 
than women.1

In the CFLRI 2020 Sport Monitor, sport volunteers
were asked about their attitudes towards, and
experiences with, volunteering. In terms of a
quality experience, 56% of volunteers reported
that they felt “to a moderate or great extent” that
they were adequately trained;  21% reported being
trained to some extent.1 Most volunteers feel that
their time spent volunteering was appreciated;
88% of volunteers saw their volunteer contribution
as valued and 91% felt that their volunteering
provides a positive contribution to the
organization or community to a moderate or great
extent.1 Similarly, 90% of volunteers said that their
volunteer experiences had been generally positive,
while 9% reported a neutral response.1

Sport and recreation would not
exist without volunteers, making
volunteers essential to community
health and well-being.
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The CFLRI 2020 Sport Monitor asked volunteers and non-volunteers about the most important reasons
for volunteering and non-volunteers about key barriers.1 The most reported reasons for volunteering
were for social networking, meeting people, or contributing to the community (26%), followed by
development, mentorship, maintaining or promoting sport (20%).1 Under 20% of adults cited the reasons
as enjoyment or interest in the sport or organization (18%), because friends or family were involved
(14%), for health or fitness (11%), because they have the time to volunteer (2%), or because it was
required (2%).1 As for perceived barriers to volunteering, the lack of time or busy schedule was reported
by over half (58%) of non-volunteers, followed by a lack of motivation or interest (11%), a lack of access
or awareness of opportunities (11%), a lack of confidence, self-esteem or skills (6%), or poor health, age
or injury (6%).1 Perceptions of a negative culture within the sport system, financial cost, and lack of
transportation or child care was reported by 4% of non-volunteers. 

The COVID-19 pandemic reduced or eliminated opportunities for volunteers in the sport sector. As such,
participation rates of volunteers has decreased considerably since the pandemic. CFLRI will update this
value when new data are available.

Social support, connectedness, cohesion and loneliness 
The pandemic reminded us that social connections are vital for mental and physical health.
Unfortunately, research has shown that these vital connections have declined over time, particularly
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Social isolation can be influenced by many different factors, including
retirement, strained relationships, or a passing of a friend or relative, as examples.3 It is evident in the
literature that social isolation and loneliness disproportionately affect certain populations more than
others.4 For example, older adults have a higher likelihood of experiencing loneliness and are also more
likely to report poorer health outcomes. That said, the value of social connections is evident regardless 
of age. Given the relationship between social connections and population health, it is clear that as a
society, we should explore efforts to strengthen social connectedness. Although not assigned a monetary
value in this project, the benefits described in the literature are significant, and the recognition that
physical activity is an effective method to help increase social cohesion, is increasing. Therefore, it is
reasonable to conclude that investing in physical activity has the potential to yield considerable gains
in social capital.5

According to the most recent census, 19% of the Canadian population is 65 years or older. The number 
of Canadians over 65 has increased from 5,154,937 in 2012 to 7,330,605 in 2022, or 42%, and is expected
to increase to 10.4 million by 2037.6,7 Research has shown that advanced age is associated with declines
in physical and cognitive function and increased perceptions of loneliness.3,8 Interestingly, loneliness or 
a lack of social connectedness have also been reported to be linked with decreases in physical and/
or mental health.4,8,9 As Canada’s population ages, 
it will be key to gain insight into which factors
contribute to healthy aging. Here, the aim will be 
to explore the link between physical activity, sport
and recreation with social support and loneliness. 

The pandemic reminded us that
social connections are vital for
mental and physical health. 
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Social support has been shown to be an important facilitator of participation in physical activity,
particularly among older adults.3 In 2017, a systematic review found that social support was moderately
associated with increases in physical activity during leisure-time among older adults, particularly when
the support came from family members.3 When examining the effect of loneliness on physical activity
levels, this study found some evidence that leisure-time physical activity was negatively associated with
loneliness, however given the few number of studies (of moderate or good quality) included in the
review, the authors acknowledge the need for further investigation.3

According to the CFLRI’s 2019-2021 Physical Activity Monitor, over 80% of adults (18 years and older)
reported that family or friends were at least somewhat supportive of their participation in physical
activity, most frequently through motivation and encouragement (81% of family and 76% of friends).10

This study showed, however, that fewer older adults indicated that they received this type of support
from either family or friends compared to their younger peers. 

Recently, a national study conducted among older adults examined the effects of a physical activity
intervention on perceptions of loneliness; moreover, it identified factors that could reduce feelings 
of loneliness.8 According to the authors, loneliness is a subjective construct that differs from social
isolation/contact. Here, loneliness was described as “a perceived lack of quality or quantity of one’s
relationships,” whereas social isolation is an objective construct which refers to reduced social networks
or frequency of actual contacts.8

Older adults in the study participated in a six-month community-based physical activity intervention 
(i.e., Choose to Move).8 The results showed a positive effect of physical activity on loneliness. Specifically,
physical activity increased for both individuals who identified as lonely and non-lonely.8 Physical activity
reduced considerably among lonely adults at three to six months when the intervention diminished and
access to the coach was limited.8 When asked to identify which components of the study fostered social
connectedness, participants cited access to an activity coach.8 Participants identified key characteristics
of the activity coach that reduced feelings of loneliness, such as being personable, motivating, accountable,
positive, accommodating, accepting and observant.8 Additionally, participants also found the
motivational group meetings as important for creating and maintaining relationships.8
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In a national study conducted by the CFLRI in 2023, 61% of Canadians agreed to a moderate or great extent
that sport, physical activity, and recreation contributes to a reduction in feeling alone or loneliness, whereas 
an additional 19% agreed to some degree.11 A further 12% agreed either a little or not at all that sport, physical
activity and recreation contributes to reductions in these types of feelings, whereas 8% were unsure.11

Behaviours shifted during the COVID-19 pandemic as public health guidelines restricted access to key
settings where individuals are frequently active; and the enforcement of strict measures for social distancing
limited social contacts. As a result, to stay active, some people sought out activities that could be done in or
around the home in order to remain a safe distance from others.4,12 These adaptations helped minimize the
effect of the pandemic on inactivity levels (at least among adults), however, research has shown that
loneliness increased during this time. This was even more pronounced among certain subsets of the
population, including women, older adults and those with chronic health conditions.4

In response to the rising loneliness, authors in a recent study propose the promotion of walking, especially
within one’s own neighbourhood, as a strategy to strengthen and build social relationships between
neighbours.4 Such walking, they suggest, could result in greater familiarity among neighbours as they
interact with each other. This could, in turn, facilitate social cohesion, by developing a sense of safety, 
trust, belonging and inclusion among residents.4

In another study, Leavell and colleagues advocate for the use of social prescriptions as a way to combat
rising cases of social isolation.9 Similar to the aforementioned study about loneliness, the authors in this
study acknowledged that loneliness is a growing problem, particularly among vulnerable populations such
as new immigrants/refugees, older adults and youth from low-income communities.9 The authors suggest
that social prescribing could be an effective way to help support connectedness in the community. Social
prescribing is when health care professionals or third-party organizations provide non-medical referrals
with the purpose of connecting patients to community or nature-based programs (e.g., social services,
recreation facilities, walking clubs, communal gardening).9 Furthermore, given the wealth of knowledge 
in the literature on the mental health benefits of being in nature, the authors propose that nature-based
social prescriptions, such as community gardens, could have the added benefit of having a positive 
impact on mental well-being.9

In response to the rising
loneliness, authors in a recent
study propose the promotion of
walking, especially within one’s
own neighbourhood.
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The physical and mental health benefits of
participation in outdoor recreation are well
understood.13,14 There is growing recognition,
however, that there exists a need to promote 
the use of outdoor interventions for improving
physical activity levels and social connectedness. 
In another study, Wray et al. conducted a systematic
review of the literature to examine the impact of
outdoor settings on physical activity and social
connectedness among children and youth.15 The
authors identified studies which showed evidence 
of increased social connectedness with nature-based 
or play-based interventions.15 The interventions focus 
on naturalized environments, playgrounds, staffed
activities and technological interventions.15

Despite the evidence of using outdoor activities to improve social connectedness referenced above, 
some studies did not find evidence to support this link. According to a study by Rivera and colleagues,
youth who were active outdoors did not demonstrate higher levels of social connectedness.16 The
authors provide some explanations for the lack of evidence showing that active pursuits of youth in the
study may have involved little to no social interaction.16 Explanations for the lack of evidence require
more research. 

These studies highlight the importance of walking for building relationships; however, walking offers
important benefits beyond social connectedness and mental health promotion. While leisurely walking
may not achieve the recommended intensity of moderate-to-vigorous activity in the 24-hour movement
guidelines, there are health benefits that accrue from replacing sedentary behaviours with light physical
activities, such as walking.17 

As previously described, there is some evidence in the literature supporting the positive impact that
physical activity, recreation and/or sport has on improving social connectedness or cohesion. The
relationship between neighbourhood walkability and social connectedness may be inter-related, as 
there is evidence to show that social connectedness and walkability impacts physical activity levels.18

In another study, social cohesion at an individual and at a community level (e.g., strong community 
social bonding) was found to be positively associated with physical activity.19 These authors suggest 
that combining high social cohesion with other factors like high walkability could produce higher
physical activity levels.19 According to a review by Eigenschenk and colleagues, participation in outdoor
sport programs is an effective way to prevent loneliness and improve social connectedness by promoting
active citizenship (e.g., social interaction, integration, volunteering, community identity and pride).13

CFLRI’s research provides additional evidence for the importance of sport, physical activity and
recreation in mitigating perceptions of loneliness. In 2023, and as previously mentioned, roughly 60% 
of respondents in the Social, Health, Economic, and Environmental Impact survey indicated that sport,
physical activity and recreation contributed to a moderate or great extent to reductions in feeling alone
or lonely.11

The physical and mental health
benefits of participation in outdoor
recreation are well understood.
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Based on the same CFLRI study, many Canadians strongly felt that sport, physical activity and recreation
contributed positively to the community in ways related to social well-being. The previous section
described in detail how sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to the economy in terms of
employment or infrastructure, but there are many other ways that they contribute to a community’s
social well-being. An overwhelming number of adult volunteers felt that their time contributed to the
community both socially and at an organizational level, but CFLRI also asked Canadians about other
impacts of sport, physical activity and recreation within the community. In its 2023 survey, conducted 
for this project: 

• 76% reported that sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to perceptions of feeling welcomed
and included to at least some extent11

• 74% reported that sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to perceptions of feeling networked
or connected to the community to at least some extent11

• 73% reported that sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to community cohesion to at least
some extent11

• 69% said that sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to a sense of community pride to at
least some extent11

• 69% stated that sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to a sense of trust and reliance in the
community to at least some extent (see Chart 4).11

Chart 4: Percentage of adults reporting the contribution of sport, physical activity, and recreation to community-
based outcomes11
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Crime and risky behaviours
Perceptions of safety have been reported as
barriers to physical activity participation in some
studies, however, the evidence is not clear-cut.
While some provide evidence that people are less
likely to be active in their communities if they
perceive them as being unsafe, whether it be due 
to crime or due to poor infrastructure, others do 
not demonstrate a clear link between perceived
feelings of safety and physical activity.20-23 

Antisocial and/or risky behaviours (e.g., substance abuse) may increase the risk of engaging in 
criminal activity. Of interest here is whether sport or physical activity participation could influence crime
reduction by encouraging pro-social behaviours. Anti-social behavior in adulthood may be preceded by
conduct disorder in childhood or adolescence.24 Researchers in the United States conducted a study with
the purpose of evaluating whether sport participation in high school lessens the association between
conduct disorder in childhood and development of anti-social behaviours in young adulthood.24 The
authors found that those who participated in sports had fewer conduct disorders in childhood. Although
not an overall protective factor, sport may be helpful for reducing risk of adolescent anti-social behaviour
among those with childhood conduct disorders.24 In addition, the researchers found an association
between conduct disorder in childhood and anti-social behaviour in young adulthood was less among
those who participated in sports during high school compared to those who did not.24 Alternatively,
researchers in another study did not find a significant association between juvenile delinquency and
sport participation in adolescence.25

Additionally, participation in sport during the high school period may be important for preventing or
reducing the use of illicit drugs (excluding cannabis).26 According to one review, more than 80% of the
studies that looked at the association between sport and illicit drug use (excluding marijuana) reported
a significant inverse relationship.26 The studies involving marijuana, however, were less clear. Sport
participation is associated with greater alcohol use during adolescence and early adulthood,26 with 
more than 80% of studies reviewed in a systematic review demonstrating a positive association between
alcohol consumption and sport participation, this finding was supported by other literature as well.27,28

Understanding factors that can affect these relationships is important.

Youth participating in sport in middle and high school had lower odds of suicide ideation in high school.
Youth who ceased participating in sport after middle school had higher odds of attempting suicide
during high school.29 Participation in current sport activities or participating in sport at some point 
were also associated with decreased suicide risk.30

In the 2023 CFLRI study, Canadians were asked about the role that sport, physical activity and recreation
has in terms of reductions in harmful behaviours; based on this data, 53% of adults indicated that they
agreed to a moderate or great extent that sport, physical activity and recreation contributes to reductions
in harmful behaviors such as suicide ideation, while 16% agreed to some extent. A further 13% agreed 
a little or not at all, and 18% were unsure.11 Similar result were found for the contribution towards the
reduction of anti-social, risky or deviant behaviours in the community; 53% agreed to a moderate or
great extent, 18% agreed somewhat, 14% agreed a little or not at all, and 15% were unsure (see Chart 5).1

Participation in sport during the
high school period may be
important for preventing or
reducing the use of illicit drugs
(excluding cannabis).
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Chart 5: Percentage indicating that sport, physical activity, and recreation contributes to reductions in 
risky/harmful behaviours11

Academic achievement, employment and development of life skills
While there is a wealth of knowledge on the health benefits of participating in regular physical activity
and sport, less is known about how physical activity contributes to academic achievement, employment
or the development of life skills. This report will highlight some of the available evidence in this regard. 

Schools represent a key setting for facilitating physical activity participation among children and youth.
Schools may be faced with challenges of time constraints and limited resources which could make the
provision of physical activity opportunities a challenge. Incorporating physical activity in the classroom,
however, has been shown to have an impact on academic-related outcomes.31 The results of a meta-
analysis showed a short-term improvement on on-task behaviour and selective attention, however the
evidence for improvements in cognitive abilities was inconclusive.31 Other research indicates that outdoor
sport is associated with: increased self-motivation, inner strength, education achievements, greater sense
of purpose for learning, better engagement, attention, memory, brain structure, problem solving and
increased communication, cooperation, relationships, trust, and cohesion.13 Additional research is needed
to draw more definitive conclusions about the impact of physical activity on academic-related outcome,
especially in the long-term.

Workplace physical activity interventions have been used as a strategy to improve health and to 
boost productivity and reduce absenteeism.32 Beyond the noted health benefits to the employee and
subsequent benefits to employer, there appears to be some limited evidence in support of additional
income-related benefits for the employee while being physically active. According to a study by Kosteas
et al., regular participation in physical activity resulted in a 6% to 10% increase in earnings and that a
higher frequency of participation leads to even greater increases.33 
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In addition to this, the CFLRI 2023 Social, Health, Economic, and Environmental Impact study found that
about three out of ten Canadians reported that sport, physical activity, and recreation contributed to
occupational or educational aspirations to a moderate or great extent (see Chart 6).11 

The CFLRI survey also explored the influence 
of sport, physical activity and recreation on 
the development of life skills such as mastery,
confidence, empowerment, working individually
or as a team, as well as perceptions of
opportunities for growth. Specifically, more than
half of respondents indicated that sport, physical
activity and recreation contributed, to a moderate
or great extent, to the development of life skills.11

Similarly, about half (56%) indicated that sport,
physical activity and recreation provided the
ability to progress to their desired level of
participation, skill or competition 
(see Chart 7).11 More than half of respondents

indicated that sport, physical
activity and recreation contributed,
to a moderate or great extent, to
the development of life skills.

Chart 6: Percentage reporting that sport, physical activity, and recreation contributes to increased educational and
occupational aspirations11
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Chart 7: Percentage indicating that sport, physical activity, and recreation allows for development of life skills and
participation at desired level11
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
The environmental impacts generated by sport, physical
activity and recreation have been estimated at $42.5 billion.
This value reflects the replacement value of sport and
recreation facilities and active transportation infrastructure 
in very poor, poor and fair condition.
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
The physical and built environment (i.e., the surrounding conditions where individuals live, work 
and play) have been recognized as an important determinant of health.1 For example, parks, forests and
other green spaces have been shown to have a positive impact on mental health and have been linked 
to increased physical activity. Conversely, air pollution, exposure to contaminants and effects of climate
change have the potential to negatively affect overall health, as well as participation in sport and physical
activity. This report describes the environmental impacts on sport, physical activity and recreation
specifically by looking at air pollution, increasing active transportation, public transit, parks, and green
spaces, and the state of infrastructure and facilities. The environmental impact of sport, physical activity
and recreation has been estimated at $42.5 billion in 2020, based on replacement costs for sport and
recreation facilities and active transportation infrastructure in very poor, poor, and fair condition.

Climate change and air pollution 
Globally, the World Health Organization (WHO)
names outdoor air pollution as one of the most
significant environmental risks to health, including
risks of premature mortality, stroke, heart disease,
lung cancer, and respiratory diseases.2 Worldwide,
the WHO estimates that outdoor air pollution has
caused 4.2 million premature deaths in 2019, with
most occurring in low-to-middle income countries.2 Indeed, the WHO has established air quality
guidelines that provide thresholds for air pollutants that can impact health.3 Air pollution can result from
human activities such as transport and industries including oil and gas or electricity production. It can
also evolve from natural sources such as volatile organic compounds, dust, volcanoes and forest fires.4 

Canada has also developed standards for health and environmental outdoor air quality called the
Canadian Ambient Air Quality Standards.5 The standards test for four types of pollutants (fine particulate
matter [PM2.5], ground level ozone [O3], nitrogen dioxide [NO2], and sulphur dioxide [SO2]), but seven
standards were included based on these four pollutants (so for example, it may include a derivative of
hourly plus annual); all seven must be met for air quality to be determined as achieving the standards.5

Based on these standards and the most current reporting (which is 2017-2019), 29% of Canadians lived 
in areas where the outdoor air pollutant concentrations were beyond the standards; yet this percentage
has decreased over time from 37% in 2005-2007 to 32% in 2016-2018.5

As mentioned, air pollutants can have an impact on health, the environment and on the economy. 
In terms of the influence on the environment, nitrogen and sulphur oxides can have a bearing on the
development of acid rain which can damage, destroy or affect rock formations, soil, water sources,
vegetation and wildlife.4 When combined with other pollutants, it can also affect the acidity of water
bodies impacting fish and wildlife.4 Fine particulate matter can contribute to haze and reduced visibility,
or can impact plants, vegetation and soils by hindering photosynthesis.4 Ground-level ozone can affect
the ecosystem, including a decrease in forested areas.4 The environmental impacts will ultimately result
in significant economic costs related to renovation and maintenance of infrastructure, in addition to the
impact on the wildlife, fisheries, agriculture, and forestry sectors, among others.4

The environmental impact of 
sport, physical activity and
recreation has been estimated 
at $42.5 billion in 2020.
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Air pollution also has a significant impact on health. In terms of specific pollutants, nitrogen and sulfur
oxides affect the lungs, reducing function and also increasing asthmatic symptoms.4 PM2.5 and ground-
level ozone act as an irritant on the eyes, nose and throat; negatively affect breathing, exacerbate
respiratory conditions such as chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and asthma, increase the risk of
developing cardiovascular disease, and may cause premature death.4 Carbon monoxide enters the blood
stream through lungs and can affect exercise capacity, perception and learning functions.4 In essence,
PM2.5, NO2, and 03 are the pollutants that yield most of the health impacts.6 Within Canada, air pollutant
exposure is associated with increased heart and respiratory conditions leading to increased direct and
indirect impact on the health care system, such as hospital and emergency room visits, hospitalization,
reduced productivity or premature death.6

Canada is among the countries with the lowest levels of PM2.5 but despite this, air pollution is the
eleventh risk factor for premature death and disability and is cited as the top environmental risk.6

Based on 2016 population data, and concentrations of air pollutants between the period of 2014 to 2017,
it resulted in an estimated 15,300 premature deaths annually, with the health care cost attributable to air
pollution being about $120 billion per year.6 Based on 2016 dollars, provincial and territorial estimates of
premature death attributable to certain air pollutants are described in Table 5 and totals approximately
$114 billion.6 In addition to mortality, morbidity was estimated as $5.6 billion in 2016 dollars, for a total 
of $120 billion.6 This set of estimates includes air pollutants from human production, as well as natural
contributions, including forest fires.6 Pre-pandemic, the trend in percentage of deaths attributed to
short-term exposure to O3 and PM2.5 was decreasing over time, whereas the risk of hospitalizations 
due to O3 was increasing, but had not significantly changed for PM2.5.7

Table 5: Premature deaths attributed to certain air pollutants by province and territory, 20166

Total cases/
100,000

NO2 PM2.5 Ozone
2016 Value 
(in millions)

Canada 42 1,300 10,000 4,100 $114,000

Newfoundland and Labrador 18 10 35 46 $690

Prince Edward Island 0 3 10 16 $220

Nova Scotia 29 20 150 98 $2,000

New Brunswick 5 14 110 66 $1,400

Quebec 48 330 2,800 920 $30,200

Ontario 47 570 4,200 1,780 $49,200

Manitoba 33 35 300 100 $3,300

Saskatchewan 36 29 280 97 $3,000

Alberta 33 120 850 430 $10,400

British Columbia 40 170 1,200 470 $13,900

Yukon 11 0 3 1 $31

Northwest Territories 9 0 3 1 $32

Nunavut 3 0 0 1 $6
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Although, in general, most of the air pollutant emissions cited in this report have declined since 1990,
more recent environmental changes have the potential to impact health care costs.7 For example, the
Canadian Climate Institute estimates that the forest fires raging across the country in 2023 will have a
significant effect on health care costs. Indeed, wildfire-related health care costs are estimated at $1.28
billion in Ontario between June 4 and 8, 2023.8 These costs were calculated using the fine particulate
matter and other pollutants during that time period that produced air quality results by a population
factor. In addition, the Canadian Climate Institute’s “The Health Costs of Climate Change” report
estimates that by 2050 the cost of extreme heat-related deaths and reduced quality of life would range
from $3 to $4 billion per year, and heat-related labour-productivity losses between $3.9 to $5.4 billion
per year.9 These estimates do not account for the environmental and ecological impact costs of the
wildfires or the economic and social costs for limiting and/or cancelling sport and recreational
opportunities at school or in communities, provincially, territorially, or nationally that are also associated
with these events. With the health implications of these extreme values, the extent and number of
wildfires across the country, and the impact on the already burdened health care system, the
implications of these and other environmental catastrophic events will need to be monitored very 
closely over time to assess potential long-term impacts. 

In 2015, the WHO member states signed off on a resolution and plan of action to address the health
impact of air pollution.2 As examples of promising policies, the WHO suggested prioritizing public
transit, improving active transportation networks, rail and passenger travel systems, transitioning to 
low-emission vehicles, improving energy efficiency of facilities, or greening of cities.2 These types of
policies direct the indicators that this report will examine in the next few sections. 

In addition, on June 27, 2023, the Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Canada released
Canada’s first National Adaptation Strategy, which estimates that “every $1 invested in adaptation
measures now will save up to $15 in costs across the economy”.10 The goal of the strategy is to increase
resilience to the consequences of climate change, such as flooding, wildfires or extreme heat and to 
have resilience planning at the municipal level.10 This will involve funding from Environment and Climate
Change Canada and other departments such as Infrastructure Canada that have committed funding to
projects that protect the natural environment, support communities and assist with the economy.10 The
indicators for progress for Canada’s National Adaptation Strategy are aligned to those identified for
measurement in this report, namely the percentage of households with park or green space close to
home, and the percentage of tree canopy cover in urban areas (urban greenness), as examples.11
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Active travel and public transit
Active transportation – Active transportation
involves movement by human activity or human-
powered aids (such as bicycles, e-bikes, scooters,
wheelchairs, rollerblades, skates).12 From a
governmental policy perspective, climate change
and air pollution have been gaining interest,
including a focus on the potential role that active
transportation can play in curbing air pollution. 
This is apparent through international mechanisms such as the WHO’s Global Action Plan on 
Physical Activity (GAPPA)13 and the Sustainable Development Goals14 and at a national level through 
the development of the National Active Transportation Strategy12 and Canada’s 2030 Agenda 
National Strategy.15

The GAPPA describes several relevant policy actions such as the support of cohesive urban and transport
planning policies, improved walking and cycling networks, and implementation of policies and actions
for road safety.13 Being a pedestrian or a bicyclist involves some risks, as fatalities and serious injuries 
are too common. Internationally, there were roughly 1.4 million road fatalities in 2016, of which 25% 
were pedestrians and cyclists in the Americas.16 Looking at Canada more specifically, there were 1,768
motor vehicle fatalities, 8,185 serious injuries, and 108,018 total injuries in Canada in 2021.17 Among the
fatalities, 15.8% involved pedestrians and 2.5% involved bicyclists.17 Table 6 shows the trends in fatalities
involving pedestrians and bicyclists between the periods of 2019-2021 in Canada. Among serious injuries,
14% are among pedestrians and 4.7% are among bicyclists in 2021.17 In 2018, the costs of transport
incidents among pedestrians and bicyclists were in the hundreds of millions (see Table 7).18 

2019 2020 2021

Total fatalities Number 1,756 1,746 1,768

Percentage 100% 100% 100%

Pedestrians Number 301 286 280

Percentage 17.1% 16.4% 15.8%

Bicyclists Number 39 51 44

Percentage 2.2% 2.9% 2.5%

Table 6: Number and percentage of traffic fatalities overall and involving pedestrian and bicyclists17

Table 7: Transportation incidents by injury outcome, cost in millions, 201818

2018 Deaths Hospitalizations Emergency visits Disability Total

Total incidents $1042 $731 $1,079 $765 $3,617

Pedestrians $156 $125 $81 $76 $438

Bicyclists $33 $72 $143 $129 $377

Climate change and air pollution
have been gaining interest,
including a focus on the potential
role that active transportation 
can play in curbing air pollution. 
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Despite these negative implications and costs, the benefits of active transportation are compelling. It has
the potential to curb air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions as it is essentially “non-polluting and
among the most environmentally friendly forms of transportation.”19 As emissions are highest while a
vehicle combustion engine is warming, the replacement of short trips with alternative options have the
potential to reduce emissions considerably.19 Given that an individual who uses a bicycle for commuting
over a car is about one-tenth of the “ecological footprint,” the use of cycling or walking as a replacement
is an obvious choice.19

If you often drive in a major urban centre, at some point you have probably experienced the frustration
of being stuck in rush hour traffic. That congestion contributes to air and noise pollution as well as
greenhouse gas emissions, and the associated excessive cost required for construction and maintenance
to support the wear-and-tear on our roadways and highways, and has driven the need to find alternative
solutions to vehicle use. Indeed, it is estimated that traffic congestion and a lack of transit alternatives
costs $15 billion in lost productivity annually.20 As such, this has become an important priority in public
policy for governments at all levels, and up-to-date evidence on influencing factors are both required
and are essential for properly conducting these assessments; this could include the effects of the
pandemic on commuting and the shift from working at an office to telecommuting, public fears about
using public transit during the pandemic, the climate change effects on road access and serviceability
(e.g., flooding causing the inability to use major arterial highways for extended periods or the effect of
excessive heat on asphalt), or the substantial increase of owning and operating a private vehicle. For
example, pandemic-related supply chain issues and inflation have pushed up the price of new or used
cars by roughly 19-20%, and inflation and tax increases have driven up interest rates and fuel costs,
resulting in an average annual cost of owning and operating a vehicle at about $13,000 per year.21
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Researchers have attempted to calculate the cost-
benefit ratio for bicycle infrastructure investment 
in three Canadian cities using three scenarios: no
change, a moderate 2% increase in bicycling
infrastructure, and a major 5% increase in
infrastructure, between the periods of 2016 to 2020.
The outputs in their calculation looked at reductions
in premature death and carbon emissions and 
the investments ranged from $28 to $69 million.22

Using the moderate 2% increase in infrastructure
scenario, the benefit-to-cost ratio ranged from 1.7:1 to 2.1:1, and the outcomes ranged from 9-18
prevented premature deaths and a range of 87,000-142,000 tonnes less carbon over 10 years.22 For the
major 5% increase, the benefit-to-cost ratio ranged from 3.9:1 to 4.9:1 to produce outputs with a range of
19-43 premature deaths prevented and 209,000-349,000 tonnes less carbon.22

Although only representing three cities, it is interesting to recognize the potential benefit that exceeds
investment to assist governments to justify investment in bicycling infrastructure. In New Zealand, the
estimated benefit-to-cost ratio for a comprehensive program that went beyond investment in active
transportation infrastructure to include shared spaces, training, and media campaigns and events yielded
an 11:1 ratio with a discounted rate of 3.5%.23 Also not to be lost is the impact of e-bike use on modes of
transportation. In one Switzerland study, researchers simulated various modes of commuting for work
including cars, electric vehicles, e-bikes, and e-bike and electric vehicles; they found that the latter
combination of e-bikes and electric vehicles produced the most greenhouse gas reduction (17.5%),
followed by the e-bike mode (10%), although the findings fluctuated based on seasons and weather.24 

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted transportation dynamics with a shift to working at home, public
health restrictions reducing access to workplaces, business closures and job losses.25 In comparison 
to 2016, the May 2021 passenger vehicle commuting number dropped by 1.7 million in Canada.25 Car
commuting then rebounded from 11 million in May 2021 to 12.8 million in May 2022.25 During the same
periods, the number of individuals taking public transit dropped from almost 2 million in 2016 to 1 million
in May 2021, although the public transit ridership only rebounded slightly to roughly 1.2 million in 
May 2022.25 It will be important to see if public transit use returns to pre-pandemic rates, given that
governments are investing considerably in lower-carbon alternatives, including public transportation, 
in order to meet international commitments.25

There was also a drop in active commuters (e.g., walking and cycling) by almost 300,000 between May
2016 (1,100,000) and May 2021 (811,000).25 Between May 2021 and May 2022, there was a slight increase
in walkers (roughly 75,000) and bicyclists (approximately 78,000). With the federal investment of $400
million for active transit in support of the National Active Transportation Strategy, it will be important to
monitor the changes in active commuting behaviour over time with modernized, improved or better
maintained infrastructure resulting from this considerable investment.25 As the broader Investing in
Canada Plan, over $236 million has been invested in approximately 300 active transportation projects,
and almost $15 billion in public transit projects.12 

Although calculating the cost of modifying behaviour from a private vehicle-dominated culture to that 
of commuting actively is very complex, we have used a simplistic model in this report to attempt to
determine an approximate value associated with the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions related 
to the reduction of car use. 

Given that an individual who uses a
bicycle for commuting over a car is
about one-tenth of the “ecological
footprint,” the use of cycling or
walking as a replacement is an
obvious choice.
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First, the percentages of the main three emissions (carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide) were
determined based on estimates per tonne for private vehicles.26 The cost per each of these types of
pollutants were derived using U.S. dollars and converted into Canadian dollars based on the year of
accessible data.27 These values were then multiplied by the average tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions
per vehicle per year (estimated at 4.6 tonnes), which yielded the cost in greenhouse gas emissions per
private vehicle.28 During this same time period, there were approximately 23,472,111 private vehicles
under 4,500 kilograms,29 and so the economic value produced was multiplied by this number to yield
the total emissions of all of these private vehicles and was estimated at about $56.4 billion in 2019/2020.
Using this very rudimentary approach, several incremental goals can be adopted to change the
behaviours and convert approximately: 

• 1% of private car use to active transportation, the greenhouse gas emission savings would be
approximately $564 million in savings per year

• 5% conversion would be approximately $2.82 billion in savings per year

• 10% conversion would be approximately $5.64 billion in savings per year. 

Public transit – Public transit systems are an important investment in communities. There are
considerable benefits of public transit that have been assessed a monetary value.30 According to 
the Canadian Urban Transit Association, and based on 2018 data, public transit: 

• produces an economic benefit of roughly $19 billion/year; 

• employs 59,600 individuals;

• reduces household vehicle operating costs by about $12.6 billion/year; 

• reduces the cost of traffic collisions by roughly $3.2 billion/year; 

• reduces annual greenhouse gas emissions by 4.7 million tonnes (est. $207 million);

• produces about $137 million in annual health care savings specific to respiratory conditions.30

Clearly, the economic benefits of public transit systems include the development of employment, 
from construction and operations to other types of supplemental industries. Public transit also benefits
municipalities through land development, facilitating movement, and reducing the hospitalizations,
injuries, and emissions and air quality such as greenhouse gas emissions and air pollutants associated
with traffic and congestion. Households can benefit from reduced transportation costs.30 The federal
government, however, has proposed the Canadian Net-Zero Emissions Accountability Act to establish
targets towards net-zero emissions by 2050; this will yield accountability for various sectors including
public transportation and governmental buildings.20 In part, the strategy includes electrifying the public
transit systems, purchasing 5,000 zero-emission public transit and school buses, and involving the
National Active Transportation Strategy to encourage more active modes of commuting.20

Based on 2017 data, it is estimated that public transit systems are available to about 23 million Canadian
residents, and that the ridership was about 2.1 billion trips. But as mentioned previously, these ridership
numbers decreased considerably during the pandemic and the rebound has been slower than expected
at an estimated 1.2 million as of May 2022.30 According to CFLRI’s 2023 Social, Health, Economic, and
Environment Impact survey, 78% of Canadians have a public transit system available in their community,
but only 14% use it frequently, 13% use it sometimes, and 25% rarely do; the remaining 48% never use
public transit.31



Public transit typically involves some active transportation/physical activity to get to and from stops 
or stations, which can be of value and can potentially contribute to the percentage of people achieving
physical activity guidelines. The contribution of active transportation to transit, however, is complicated to
measure given that in many self-reported assessments, the typical mode of transportation is probed, yet
not the supporting amount of physical activity (so for example, an individual may state that they typically
take public transit, yet the assessment may not ask how much active commuting is involved using that
typical mode).32 Further, there are potential confounding impacts on walking for public transit given that
public transit is more readily available in denser and higher mixed area uses, which are also associated 
with more walking.33

Some research, however, shows that the energy expenditure level is significantly higher for public transit
users over car users, with their time spent walking ranging from 8 to 33 minutes per day.32 Models within
other countries have estimated that even if the amount walking for transportation was on the lower end 
of this range, it would lead to considerable increases in physical activity and improvements to population
health.32 Based on American transit use, it is estimated that about one-third of transit users reached activity
guidelines just based on the walking associated with using public transit.33 In some research, transit users
achieved more daily physical activity overall and through walking overall and walking specifically for 
transit use than non-transit users, but these rates varied based on the frequency of transit use; those with
the highest level of transit use generally had higher level of physical activity, walking overall, and transit-
related walking.33 Furthermore, transit use also increases walking to other destinations near home or
work.34 Based on regional data from Montreal, it is estimated that a transit trip involves 1,250 steps one-
way (included in this value would be accessing and leaving the transit system and also for connections),
yielding about 2,500 steps for a return trip; this value is estimated to represent about 25% of the
recommended level of physical activity per day.35

Promoting public transit use would benefit not only the environment and household expenses (e.g., households
can save roughly $10,000 per year by using public transit),36 but would also improve activity levels and
therefore potential savings to public health and health care costs, more generally. Additional benefits include
the reduced health impact of less air pollution for those living in high density, high traffic volume areas
(about one-third of the population) and fewer traffic fatalities, as the rates are lower for public transit.36

Public transit typically involves
some active transportation/physical
activity to get to and from stops 
or stations
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There is added economic value for the conversion of car usage to active transportation. A typical travel
lane on a typical road can accommodate approximately 600-1,600 private vehicles per hour, whereas a
two-way bike lane can provide for 7,500 bicycles per hour and a sidewalk can accommodate 9,000
individuals per hour.12 Based on 2020 Infrastructure data, however, estimated replacement value for
sidewalks in the country that are in poor or very poor condition sits at about $2.9 billion, and add on
another $4 billion to replace those in fair condition.37 For other core assets like footbridges, paved
pathways, and non-paved trails, the estimated replacement value is $562 million for those in poor or
very poor condition, and another $1.5 billion for those in fair condition (all told, the replacement value
for active transportation-related infrastructure in fair, poor, or very poor condition is $9 billion).37

Although these are substantial numbers, it does not compare to the replacement value of $127 billion
for roadway repair of road systems that are in very poor or poor condition.37 Indeed, pedestrian and
bicycling infrastructure creates roughly 46% more jobs than road-only projects, whereby bicycle
projects create 11.4 jobs, pedestrian project create 10 jobs, multi-use trail projects create 9.6 jobs, and
road projects create 7.8 jobs.12 

Role of municipalities in active transportation – Municipalities and communities across Canada play a
huge role in the movement of Canadians, from the funding to the development and planning of
infrastructure and by-laws. CFLRI has surveyed municipalities over time (e.g., roughly every five to
seven years since 1999) to assess infrastructure access and needs regarding active transportation. In the
most recent iteration of the CFLRI municipal survey in 2020, the scenario related to active
transportation is as follows in the country (among municipalities with at least 1,000 residents):

• 17% of municipalities have a formal plan involving active transportation. This is in comparison to 42%
who have a formal plan for parks and recreation 

• 36% of municipalities have designated bicycle lanes on roads

• 82% have multi-use trails that can be used for active transportation with no motorized vehicles

• 39% have multi-use trails that can be used for active commuting that are also used by motorized
vehicles.38 

In addition, municipalities and communities also have infrastructure that can support physical activity,
including: 

• bicycle carriers on public transit (19% of municipalities with at least 1,000 residents)

• bicycle parking at transit park and ride lots (21%)

• school safety zones with reduced speed limits (73%)

• walkable or pedestrian-friendly downtown core (56%)

• crossing guards at designated intersections (45%)

• walking school bus programs (7%)

• pedestrian friendly elements located at box store development location and retail parking lots (9%).38 
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Sport and recreational facilities, green spaces and natural environments
The Global Action Plan on Physical Activity extended its policy actions to include the strengthening of
facilities and infrastructure to support physical activity. This includes improved access to quality public
and green open spaces and ensuring that policy, regulations and design promote facilities that are
designed to ensure individuals of varying abilities can be active.13 

Canada has many and diverse natural environments: it has 28% of the world’s boreal forest; 24% of the
world’s wetlands, and 20% of the world’s freshwater resources and its longest coastline.20 Nature-based
alternatives for reducing emissions include the planting of trees, maintaining of grassland and wetlands,
and improved agricultural techniques.20 Parks and green spaces are important for the cooling of urban
heat island effects.39,40 Some research has calculated that a single square kilometre of green space per
1,000 people could possibly prevent up to 7.4 deaths caused by heat, and parks have a cooling effect of
0.94 °C.40,41 Beyond these outdoor spaces, it is important to establish emission standards for buildings
and ensure that facilities meet such standards. Information about other types of recreational facilities is
less available than it is for parks, although infrastructures that have considerable heating or cooling
requirements typically have a greater negative impact on climate through higher energy consumption
per square metre.40

The federal government intends to invest over $3 billion to plant two billion trees and roughly $630
million to restore wetlands, peatlands, grasslands and agricultural lands.20 Through the Investing in
Canada Infrastructure Program, the federal government is committing in excess $33 billion to public
infrastructure projects across the country. This includes a stream for Community Culture and Recreation
Infrastructure with an aim to invest in upgrades to recreational facilities, like arenas, and both indoor and
outdoor recreational spaces; with this funding, there will be a climate focus to ensure climate-considered
infrastructure and those projects that will reduce energy costs.42

Availability, satisfaction, and usage of parks, green space, natural environments, trails and pathways –
The 2023 CFLRI survey asked Canadians about the availability of, distance to, satisfaction with, and
usage of various types of green and natural environments for physical activity. Based on this data, 94%
of adults indicated the availability of parks, green spaces, natural environments or waterways in their
community.31 Most adults (76%) indicated that
parks, green spaces, natural environments or
waterways are less than one kilometre from 
their household, 12% reported between one to 
two kilometres, 8% stated between two to five
kilometres, 4% report over five kilometres.31 The
survey also asked about the availability of trails
and pathways; 91% of adults indicated that these
are available in their community. Two-thirds of
adults (66%) reported that trails or pathways were
less than one kilometre from their household, 15%
indicated between one to two kilometres, 11%
cited between two to five kilometres, 
and 8% report over five kilometres away.31
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In addition to availability, the survey asked about satisfaction with these facilities in terms of quality,
accessibility and usage. Regarding parks, green spaces, natural environments or waterways, 68% of adults
indicated that they were very satisfied with the quality of these types of facilities, 25% were somewhat
satisfied, 2% were not at all satisfied, and 5% were unsure.31 Very similar findings were reported for the
accessibility of these spaces; 67% were very satisfied, 25% somewhat satisfied, 3% not at all satisfied, 
and 6% unsure.31 Relative few (20%) never or rarely used parks, green spaces, natural environments 
and waterways in their communities, while 80% at least sometimes have.31 

For trails, walking or bicycling pathways, 67% of individuals stated that they were very satisfied with 
the quality of these facilities, 25% were somewhat satisfied, whereas 3% were not at all satisfied with 
the quality, and 4% were unsure.31 Once again, similar findings exist for the satisfaction with accessibility
of trails, walking or bicycling pathways; 66% indicated that they were very satisfied, 25% reported that
they were somewhat satisfied, 4% were not at all satisfied, and 6% were unsure. Roughly one-quarter of
adults (27%) never or rarely used trails or pathways whereas 73% at least sometimes have.31 

Based on this most recent CFLRI data, parks, green spaces, natural environments and waterways, trails
and pathways are readily available in most communities, and there are high ratings of satisfaction with
the facilities.31 In addition, the majority of adults (73% and higher) used these natural environments and
green spaces at least sometimes.31 

Chart 8: Availability, Satisfaction, and Usage of Parks, Green Space, Natural Environments, Trails and Pathways31
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The facilities and ecosystems that support trees cannot be overstated in terms of their role on air
pollution reduction, cooling, and aesthetics.43 In the United States, it is estimated that the pollution
removed by urban trees was 651,000 tonnes per year.43,44

Nowak et al. conducted a study in 2010 to investigate the removal of key air pollutants by urban trees 
by estimating the amount of air pollution removed within 86 cities in Canada and also estimating the
monetary value on health.43 The findings of the study indicated that about 16,500 tonnes of air pollution
was removed in the 86 cities with an estimated health value of $227.2 million. If that same estimate was
inflated to today’s monetary value, it would be approximately $295 million in 2022. Beyond air quality
improvement, trees also moderate air temperatures and urban heat islands, and affect building energy
use.43 In terms of urban planning, adding trees to areas of high population density could help to reduce
pollution while providing other benefits including reduced temperatures, natural environment
connections, and aesthetics.43

Despite these benefits, urban greenness, which indicates the vegetation in urban areas including parks
and publicly and privately owned green spaces, declined in Canada between 2001 and 2019, although
the majority (76%) of land in cities, towns and suburbs in southern Canada were green in 2019.45

Changes in urban greenness can occur with urban expansion and growth, or through natural factors such
as climate conditions, and insects.45 Decreases in urban greenness occurred mainly in medium and large
population centres; 77% of large population centres and 71% of medium population centres had seen
their urban greenness decrease between 2001 and 2019.45 Small population centres had the highest
average urban greenness and roughly one-third (35%) were considered entirely green; on average
medium (78%) and small population centres (87%) were greener than large urban areas (70%).45

Chart 9: Urban greenness by population size and region, 2001-201945
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The pandemic provided somewhat of a catalyst for
cities and governments to reconsider urban design;
municipalities nimbly acted on opportunities to
increase physical activity opportunities in outdoor
spaces and places while the public health
regulations restricted access to indoor facilities.
Cities around the world began to progressively 
re-think urban design to address sprawl, car
dependency, air pollution, and green spaces.39

Various designs and formats have been proposed
globally and are briefly described here: 

• Compact cities: promote higher density and diversity, increases land use, reduces travel requirements
and increases alternative modes of transportation;

• Superblocks: reduce the access of motorized traffic to a block of nine areas within a grid of streets. 
Less car use helps to reduce premature death, pollution, heat, and increase green space;

• Low traffic neighbourhood: limit car access with planters or barriers of some sort, increase safe walking
and cycling, aesthetics, increase greening, reduce car ownership, street crime, and injuries, yet increase
social connections;

• 15-minute city: incorporate work, school, shops, entertainment, and recreation within 15-minute active
transit commutes. The goal is to reduce air and noise pollution and traffic while promoting active
communities and increasing social connections;

• Car-free city: establish car-free zones yielding pedestrian-friendly centres, shopping, restaurants,
workplaces, and schools. This type of design contributes to reduced air and noise pollution, increased
physical activity, and green spaces.39

These various models help to ensure the greening of communities and have the potential to considerably
impact the physical and mental health of the population, contribute to healthier ecology, reduce air
pollution, and assist in achieving the country’s goals to combat climate change.39 With considerable
population growth expected and the need for urban growth and continued expansion to accommodate,
it will be important to monitor the impact that development has on the greenness and availability of
parks, as ultimately, this will impact human health. Developing environmental-friendly design in urban
development is a critical piece. In addition, the federal commitment to plant two billion trees and restore
wetlands, peatlands, grasslands, and agricultural lands could support this.20 In a similar way, the
continued measurement and surveillance within the Canada’s National Adaptation Strategy of the
percentage of households with park or green space close to home, and the percentage of tree canopy
cover in urban areas (urban greenness), will also help to determine if these population shifts will impact
these important environmental indicators.11

Availability, satisfaction, and usage of sport and recreational facilities – The recent CFLRI 2023 survey
asked Canadians about the availability of, distance to, satisfaction with, and usage of, various types of
sport and recreation facilities, as well as multi-purpose facilities. Based on this data, 83% of Canadians
reported having indoor sport and recreation facilities in their community.31 In terms of distance to these
types of facilities, 28% of adults indicated that there are indoor sport and recreation facilities less than
one kilometre from their household, 21% stated between one to two kilometres, 27% indicated between
two to five kilometres; and 24% report over five kilometres.31

The pandemic provided somewhat
of a catalyst for cities and
governments to reconsider urban
design; municipalities nimbly acted
on opportunities to increase
physical activity opportunities in
outdoor spaces and places. 
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Similarly, 83% of Canadians reported available outdoor sport and recreation facilities in their community,
with 46% indicating that outdoor sport and recreation facilities were less than one kilometre from the
household, 20% between one to two kilometres, 18% between two to five kilometres, and 16% over five
kilometres away.31

The survey also asked about satisfaction with these facilities in terms of quality and accessibility and
about the usage of these facilities. For indoor sport and recreation facilities, 52% of Canadians reported
being very satisfied with the quality of facilities, 30% were somewhat satisfied, 4% were not at all
satisfied, and 14% were unsure.31 Similar results appeared for accessibility: 49% of adults were very
satisfied, 31% somewhat satisfied, 6% not at all satisfied, and 15% unsure with the accessibility of indoor
sport and recreation facilities.31 Despite this satisfaction, 68% never or rarely use indoor sport and
recreation facilities, whereas 32% at least sometimes do.31

In terms of the outdoor facilities, 51% of Canadians reported that they were very satisfied with the quality
of outdoor sport and recreation facilities, 32% were somewhat satisfied and 2% were only a little satisfied
or not at all, while 14% were unsure.31 In terms of satisfaction with the accessibility of outdoor sport and
recreation facilities, 52% reported being very satisfied, 30% somewhat satisfied, 4% not at all satisfied,
and 15% unsure. As with indoor, 65% never or rarely used outdoor sport and recreation facilities, while
35% at least sometimes do.31

Chart 10: Availability, Satisfaction and use of indoor and outdoor sport and recreation facilities31
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Replacement value 
There are clear disconnects between the availability, satisfaction and usage of the sport and recreation
facilities in Canadian communities, yet less so for the natural environments and the green spaces.
Although indoor and outdoor sport and recreation facilities are available, relatively few adults use them
to at least some degree. Conversely, outdoor parks, green spaces, environments, and trails and pathways
are both available and fairly well used to at least some degree. 

To understand this relationship, it is important to understand perceptions of some key barriers associated
with the environment. A considerable percentage of Canadians (83%) felt that sport, physical activity and
recreation facilities are safe (e.g., free from crime and harassment, well-lit).31 Yet 74% of adults stated that
they find sport, physical activity and recreation opportunities not affordable at all to only somewhat
affordable. Just 15% of individuals reported that they find the opportunities very affordable, with 11%
being unsure.31 It is plausible that Canadians use parks, green spaces, natural environments and
waterways, and walking and bicycling pathways for sport, physical activity and recreation more than
sport and recreation facilities because they are relatively inexpensive to use, convenient and accessible.
Sport and recreation facilities may be, in part, more costly to access due to the very nature of the upkeep
of the facilities themselves. The 2019 Canadian Infrastructure Report Card indicates that between 30%
and 35% of recreation facilities are in fair, poor or very poor condition, and among certain categories,
more than 60% are at least 20 years old.46 Those in the worst condition include single-pad ice arenas,
outdoor pools, wading pools, indoor 25-metre pools, indoor curling rinks, and tennis courts.46 The
additional maintenance costs for the upkeep of these facilities must be addressed, and some costs may
be passed to the users.

Statistics Canada’s 2020 Core Public Infrastructure survey indicate that there are roughly 7,569 
ice facilities, 5,060 aquatic facilities, 8,146 other indoor recreational facilities, 55,148 other outdoor
recreational facilities, and 34,346 trails and pathways in kilometers, under the jurisdiction of provincial 
and territorial, local and regional governments.47 Almost all of the publicly owned recreation and 
sport facilities, however, were the property of municipalities.48 Based on this data, about one-fifth of
recreational and sport facilities were owned by rural municipalities with fewer than 5,000 residents, 
with about 32% being newer assets
(since 2010) (see the Economic
section for more discussion on the
financial investment per level of
government to sport and recreation
infrastructure). The replacement
costs have been identified by
Statistics Canada in their Canada’s
2020 Core Public Infrastructure
survey. Table 8 outlines the
replacement value estimates for
replacing the very poor, poor and
fair infrastructure related to sport,
physical activity and recreation.37 
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As such, the total estimated replacement values of core public infrastructure assets related to sport
physical activity and recreation facilities that are either in very poor, poor or fair condition would be
approximately $33.5 billion.37 This does not include the infrastructure costs pertaining to active
transportation, which were described previously. 

To be considered in these replacement costs would be adaptive measures to address climate change,
such as thermal heat, storms, flooding, drought, or seasonal length and impact, or other disasters.49 

For example, climate change can impact sport facilities in numerous ways: damage to playing surfaces
from heat, drought, flooding or pests; damage to infrastructure; warmer winters impact snow and ice
coverage; algae blooms in water systems; carbon emissions in building with poor energy efficiency
standards.50 National, provincial/territorial sport organizations, sport federations, community sport
organizations, and municipalities will look to evidence-based frameworks and practices for developing
more sustainable, greener, efficient and adaptive facilities and equipment when being replaced.50 It is
estimated that developing climate-resilient building codes in Canada has a benefit-cost ratio of 12:1,
which would represent a 1,100% return on investment.11

Conceptual models have been developed to help mitigate the risks associated with climate change 
for sport organizations.51 Within these models, technical measures for dealing with increased heat 
stress include modern insulation and glazing, reduction of heat-storing building materials, green roofs,
natural and artificial shading.51 For extreme weather, technical measures including lightning shelters,
flood and   backwater protection.51 For increased ultraviolet light exposure, it would include natural
environments, trees and shading, roofing structures for break areas, spectating areas, and referee areas.51 

Very Poor Poor Fair Row total

Indoor ice arenas with performance/ spectator 
(1,000 plus seats) $348 $644 $1,245 $2,237

Indoor ice arenas, without performance/ spectator 
(1,000 plus seats) $1,325 $2,713 $5,865 $9,903

Curling facility $45 $305 $1,119 $1,469

Indoor pools $705 $1,141 $2,411 $4,257

Multi-purpose sports centres $345 $1,494 $1,351 $3,190

Community centres (senior, youth centres) $1,379 $2,190 $3,466 $7,035

Parks (sports fields, playparks, nature parks) $76 $668 $818 $1,562

Other outdoor sports facilities $758 $833 $2,086 $3,677

Outdoor specialty areas $13 $36 $129 $178

Column Total $4,994 $10,024 $18,490 $33,508

Table 8: Estimated replacement value of core public infrastructure assets related to sport, physical activity and
recreation by physical condition rating (in $1,000,000)37



For air pollution, technical measures would include
conversion mechanisms to support electric vehicles,
or limiting exhaust-producing machinery.51 For
increased allergen exposure, technical measures
would include hypoallergenic greening.51 For
reducing infectious disease, technical measures
would include the reduction of standing water,
improved ventilation, and improved cooling for
catering, improved water access and testing.51

There are other policy, organizational and individual
level measures that sport organizations can employ,
like regulations for interrupting play, postponement
of events, changing to evening competitions,
adjustment to rules and regulations for shortening games, or additional breaks,51 however, these are not
covered in this report as the focus is on sport and recreation facilities. 

Competitive sport and mass sporting events – Interestingly, some researchers have looked at the 
impact of sport-related emissions and carbon footprints through specific sports, venues and facilities,
equipment, countries and events.52 This type of analysis is important, as it allows one to understand
where and how to take action to reduce emissions. For example, in terms of particular sports, it was
found that the nature-based individual sports of diving, climbing and golf yielded the highest carbon
footprint, due mainly to training, competitions and travel.52 In Canada, research has been conducted 
for several specific sports and also for the difference between elite teams. One study looked at the
University of British Columbia’s sport teams in 2011/2012; among those athletes that traveled almost
exclusively by plane, their footprint for the team was 630 tonnes of carbon for one season, whereas at
another University (Montreal), whereby the team mostly travelled by bus, the footprint was 0.5 tonnes.24

Using this same type of analysis, it is clear that mass sporting events have a tremendous carbon
footprint. Among the soccer teams of the English leagues, for example, 2,100 metric tonnes of carbon
equivalent from waste was produced in landfills in one season alone (2012/2013), whereas 56,200 tonnes
of carbon equivalent was generated by spectator travel to and from games.52,54,55 In comparison, the
footprint of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games was estimated at 0.77 to 2.1 million tonnes of carbon
equivalent, generated through flights, venues, construction of facilities, and transportation.52 For such
sport tourism and mass sport events, strategies are required to reduce the emissions through innovative
ways to reduce the carbon cost related to the transportation of athletes, support staff and spectators,
and to improve the efficiency of venues and equipment (e.g., Formula 1 creating more efficient engines
or ensuring efficiencies of heating, ventilation, air conditioning and alternative cooling systems, and
lighting at venues).52 This could include retrofits and shading, insulation, ventilation, and alternative
modes of energy such as solar panels or use of wind.52 These types of strategies are being addressed
more globally through the United Nations Sport for Climate Action Framework, as one example.50

In addition, many organizations and municipalities are adhering to standards such as the Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) standards for sustainability and green building to yield
lower carbon emissions, conservation and reducing operating costs; indeed Canada is advanced in 
LEED certification more generally (not specifically to sport).49,56 
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For such sport tourism and 
mass sport events, strategies 
are required to reduce the
emissions through innovative 
ways to reduce the carbon cost
related to the transportation of
athletes, support staff and
spectators.
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HEALTH IMPACTS
The health impacts generated by sport, physical activity and
recreation have been estimated at $3.9 billion on an average
annual basis. This value reflects the annual contribution of
direct health care costs and indirect costs associated with
premature mortality for select health conditions related to
physical inactivity.
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HEALTH IMPACT 
As the findings of most of the earlier sections touch
on the subject, we will wrap up the report with a
section summarizing the implications of sport,
physical activity and recreation on health. Economic
disparities, social influences and the environment
can influence all aspects of health. Regular physical
activity offers many benefits; for example, there is
considerable evidence in the literature demonstrating its role in preventing and/or managing morbidity
and mortality from various non-communicable diseases.1 Being physically active offers many additional
health benefits such as improved cognition and overall mental health. Research has shown that regular
physical activity can help with depression and anxiety. Yet despite this evidence it continues to be a
global public health concern as rates of inactivity have remained high both in Canada and in many parts
of the world. Physical inactivity is a modifiable risk factor linked to various non-communicable diseases
and mental health disorders such as cardiovascular disease, hypertension, breast and colon cancer,
diabetes (type 2) and depression.2 Keeping this in mind, the health costs associated with physical
inactivity has been estimated at $3.9 billion in 2022.

As in the previous sections, the relationship between sport, physical activity and recreation with health is
bi-directional. Although poor health can affect participation in sport, physical activity and recreation, our
focus in this report is on the impact that sport, physical activity and recreation has on health – and the
health care system, in particular.

About chronic diseases and conditions
Chronic diseases refer to a set of long-term conditions (those that typically persist for a year or more)
that often require treatment, and which may considerably impair an individual’s quality of life.3 Health
expenditures (e.g., related to the treatment/management of chronic conditions) have a significant
impact on the health care system – indeed it has been estimated that total health spending in Canada
was $331 billion in 2022, amounting to 12.2% of Canada’s GDP.4 The cost per capita is $8,563; the highest
cost per capita is for infants (<1 year) at $14,541 followed by older adults 65 years and older at $12,521.4,5

There are several chronic conditions which may contribute to morbidity or mortality in the population.
This report will focus on those conditions for which there is empirical evidence supporting their
connection to physical inactivity, namely heart diseases (e.g., cardiovascular disease), stroke,
hypertension, type 2 diabetes, certain cancers (e.g., breast and colon), osteoporosis, and depression. 
The following provides a brief description of some of these conditions and their associated risk factors.

Heart diseases – arise from physiological conditions that affect the structure and functioning of the 
heart and/or related organs (i.e., blood vessels, arteries).6,7 Several factors may increase one’s risk to
developing heart disease including: family history, unhealthy diet, physical inactivity, smoking, drugs,
alcohol, and environmental factors, including air pollution. 

Stroke – a restriction of blood supply to the brain that can result in brain damage.7 Similar to heart
disease, many lifestyle factors increase the risk of developing stroke including physical inactivity,
unhealthy diet, stress, alcohol, drugs and smoking.7

Physical inactivity is a modifiable
risk factor linked to various non-
communicable diseases and 
mental health disorders.
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Type 2 diabetes – a chronic disease that can result from the body’s inability to produce enough or to
adequately use insulin, a hormone with the important role of regulating the amount of sugar in the blood.8

A number of factors may increase one’s risk of developing type 2 diabetes, some which are modifiable,
such as high blood pressure, diet, smoking, a high body mass index, or physical inactivity and others less
so, such as family history or ethnicity. If poorly managed, type 2 diabetes could result in serious
complications such as kidney disease, diabetic retinopathy, heart disease and stroke.8

Breast cancer – refers to changes in breast cells that may result in damage to surrounding tissue.9

Breast cancer predominantly affects females, although males can also develop breast cancer.9 The risk of
developing breast cancer increases with age, with the majority of cases occurring between 50-69 years 
of age.9 Other factors which could increase one’s risk of developing breast cancer include physical
inactivity, obesity and family history.9

Depression – a type of mood disorder and is one of the more common forms of mental health
disorders.10 Depression can affect more than just the psyche. A person with depression may also
experience physical symptoms such as fatigue and muscle/joint pain.10 Depression may be associated
with family history, socio-economic factors and with chronic conditions such as stroke, heart disease 
and obesity.10

A considerable proportion of Canadians have at least one chronic condition. According to the 2017-2018
Canadian Community Health Survey, 38% of Canadian adults reported having at least one underlying
chronic condition, 13% at least two health conditions, 4% at least three, and 1% having at least four.11

In 2020/2021, the most prevalent chronic condition was hypertension, affecting a quarter (26%) of the
Canadian adult population.13 Although not the most prevalent, ischemic heart disease affects 8% of 
the population and is the second leading cause of death among adults in Canada (see Table 9).13

Similar results were reported in another national study in 2018,14 whereby cardiovascular disease 
(i.e., heart disease, high cholesterol, stroke or hypertension) was the most prevalent condition at 
22% followed by arthritis (17%).14 

Total

Hypertension 26%

Osteoarthritis 14%

Asthma 12%

Osteoporosis (40 years and older) 12%

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease 10%

Diabetes 9%

Ischemic heart disease 8%

Dementia 6%

Stroke 3%

Table 9: Age-standardized prevalence of the most common chronic diseases among adults ≥20 years*, 
2020-202113

*Northwest Territories data not included; prevalence estimates for each condition vary by age. 
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Economic burden of physical inactivity 
Given the breadth of knowledge we now have regarding the link between physical inactivity and chronic
diseases and the steep health care costs required to treat them, an important question to ask is “how
much of these health care costs could be averted by reducing physical inactivity?”. To answer that
question, we first need to determine how much of the health care expenditures are directly and indirectly
attributed to physical inactivity. To date, there is limited data available looking at the economic burden of
physical inactivity, both globally, and in Canada. As such, this project will aim to add to this growing
body of literature to provide a more current estimate. 

International research 
Physical inactivity is a global phenomenon and while considerable headway has been made to raise
awareness of the importance of reducing inactivity to improve health outcomes of the global population,
the focus has traditionally been on acquiring health and social benefits from a well-being perspective.
Few studies have attempted to quantify the global burden of illness due to inactivity. One example of
this is an international study conducted by Ding and colleagues.15 

Researchers in this study collected and examined economic (productivity losses, health care costs) and
health (disability adjusted life years from chronic conditions) data from 142 countries with the purpose 
of estimating the global cost of physical inactivity.15 The first step in the process of determining the costs
was to determine the relative risks (RRs) of a set of chronic conditions (five) for which physical inactivity
is a risk factor.15 Next, population attributable fractions (PAFs) were calculated using the RRs and
prevalence estimates of physical inactivity (country-specific).15 Furthermore, researchers estimated the
average annual cost for each disease in each country, which together with the PAF provided disease-
specific health care costs attributable to physical inactivity. In addition to direct costs, researchers
estimated indirect costs which included productivity loss as resulting from morbidity and mortality.15

Based on these calculations, the global median adjusted population attributable risk fractions of the
conditions related to physical inactivity were between 4% to 7%.15 It was estimated that physical
inactivity cost global health care systems $67.5 billion INT in 2013, of which $53.8 billion was in direct
health costs while $13.7 billion was in indirect costs.15 When considering direct costs specifically, $37.6

billion was spent on type 2 diabetes (see Chart
11).15 Researchers were also able to estimate
health care costs of inactivity for each country
specifically. According to the findings, physical
inactivity cost Canadians $1.1 billion INT dollars 
in health care-related costs (direct and indirect)
in 2013.15 

The results from this study demonstrate that
physical inactivity is a significant contributor of
health care costs on a global scale. Experts state
that if inactivity rates remain high, we could
expect to see an additional 500 million new cases
of non-communicable diseases between 2020
and 2030. This would translate into $524 billion
INT (cumulative), or $48 billion INT (per year) in
health care costs globally.1
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Canadian research 
Efforts to explain the economic impact of physical
inactivity on the Canadian health care system span
over 20 years, though the literature has been sparse.
In an early study (2000), Katzmarzyk et al. explored
how physical inactivity contributed to direct health
care expenditures in Canada.16 According to this
study, physical inactivity was prevalent in about
62% of the adult population at the time.16 This study
used a prevalence-based approach whereby the
population-attributable fraction (PAF) for each
chronic illness related to physical inactivity was calculated. This was computed by using the prevalence
estimate for physical inactivity (62%) and relative risk (RR) estimates for each disease (the RR was
calculated from prospective studies).16 The resulting PAF estimate was then combined with health care
expenditures for each disease to determine health care costs directly attributable to physical inactivity.
The results showed that physical inactivity resulted in $2.1 billion in health expenditures (2.5% of direct
health care costs in 1999).16 Furthermore, researchers in this study determined that the total cost of
physical inactivity represented approximately 26% of the cost of treating conditions which are known 
to be linked with physical inactivity such as cardiovascular disease, stroke, hypertension, type 2 diabetes,
breast and colon cancers, and osteoporosis.16 The researchers in this study also determined that a 10%
reduction in the prevalence of physical inactivity could result in a savings of $150 million annually in
direct health care costs.16

Researchers in this study
determined that the total cost of
physical inactivity represented
approximately 26% of the cost of
treating conditions which are known
to be linked with physical inactivity.

Chart 11: Global direct health care costs due to physical inactivity ($ in billions), 201315



About a decade later, a similar study provided
updated estimates for the health care costs
attributable to physical inactivity.17 Health care
costs were determined using the following
information: a) relative risks of conditions known
to be linked to physical inactivity; b) direct and
indirect health care costs of these conditions; and
c) prevalence of physical inactivity.17 As a first step,
Janssen conducted a meta-analysis of data from
studies examining risk of seven chronic conditions
among physically inactive compared to active
individuals. Summary relative risks were then
calculated for each of the chronic conditions, and
took into consideration potential confounders for
example age, race and socio-economic status.17

Next, population attributable risk (PAR%)
estimates were calculated by combining the
relative risks for each condition and the prevalence
of physical inactivity, to determine the extent to
which the seven chronic conditions were
attributable to inactivity.17 Furthermore, the direct
(e.g., costs from treatment/care, including hospital
care, physician and drug expenditures) and indirect costs (e.g., loss in revenue from disability, illness 
or premature death) of each chronic condition (in Canadian dollars) were gleaned from the Economic
Burden of Illness in Canada (2000), a government system which allows users to access cost estimates 
for all major illnesses in Canada.18 The costs for each disease were combined with the PAR% to determine
the health care costs directly attributable to physical inactivity.21 Lastly, given that these values were
based on costs in 2000, an adjustment factor was applied to account for inflation and changes in
population size.17 This study found that between 15% and 39% of chronic illnesses were directly
attributable to physical inactivity.17 Moreover, the estimated direct, indirect and total health care costs
due to physical inactivity were $2.4 billion, $4.3 billion and $6.8 billion, respectively (see Chart 12).17

According to these findings, the total costs of physical inactivity represented 3.7% of the overall health
care costs in Canada. The total health care cost of physical inactivity was higher in 2009 compared to
previous estimates of $2.1 billion in 1999 and $5.3 billion in 2001.16-17,19 It should be noted, however, that
there were slight differences between the studies which could partially explain the difference in costs
between the studies. For example, the study conducted in 1999 did not consider the indirect costs, and
both studies relied on self-reported rather than objective measures for physical activity.16,19 Based on the
results from 2009, coronary artery disease was the most expensive disease resulting from physical
inactivity at $2.7 billion, followed by type 2 diabetes at $1.4 billion and stroke at $1.1 billion.17
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Since 2009, additional studies have been
conducted in Canada looking at the health care
expenditures of factors related to physical inactivity,
such as cardiorespiratory fitness and sedentary
behaviour.20,21 Cardiorespiratory fitness (CRF) refers
to the ability of the circulatory and respiratory
system to supply oxygen during physical activity.20

There is evidence in the literature that rates of CRF among adults are waning.20 Similar to the economic
studies previously described, this study estimated the cost associated with low CRF.20 To estimate health
care costs, researchers determined the PAR% using: pooled RR estimates for specific conditions known
to be associated with low CRF in adults; prevalence estimates of low CRF; and, the 2010 EBIC data tool
to determine the direct and indirect costs associated with each condition.18,20 In a similar way, these
values were multiplied by the PAR% for each condition to determine the cost attributable to low CRF.20

In addition to applying correction factors to account for inflation and population growth, researchers in 
this study made a few adjustments to account for differences in how diseases were defined.20 This study
found that the total health care cost of low CRF was $3.6 billion, which represents 2.7% of the overall
costs in 2021.20 Similar to previous studies, the most expensive diseases were type 2 diabetes, heart
disease and depression/anxiety.20 Researchers in the study concluded that a 10-percentage point
decrease (from 46% to 36%) of low CRF would result in a savings of $644 million per year.20

This study found that the total
health care cost of low CRF was
$3.6 billion, which represents 2.7%
of the overall costs in 2021.

Chart 12: Health care costs of physical inactivity for specific diseases in millions, 200917
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In another recent study, researchers aimed to quantify the economic burden of excessive sedentary
time.21 In this study, excessive sedentary time was characterized as energy expenditure of ≤1.5 metabolic
equivalents while in a sitting or reclining position.21 A similar method, as outlined in the previous
paragraph, was used to determine the cost of excessive sedentary behaviour. The first step involved
extraction of pooled RR estimates from the literature for eight chronic conditions known to associated
with excessive sedentary behaviour, these included cardiovascular disease, Type 2 diabetes, dementia,
depression and certain cancers.21 Again, the RR together with the prevalence of excessive sedentary
behaviour (88% for >8 hours/day and 70% for >9 hours/day) were used to derive the PAR% for each
condition. The PAR% was multiplied by direct and indirect costs for each of the eight health outcomes.
Health care costs for each these diseases were obtained from the 2010 EBIC online tool.21 Adjustments
were made to account for discrepancies with definitions and to account for changes due to inflation and
population growth.21 The results indicated that between 8% (type 2 diabetes among women) and 21%
(colorectal cancer and dementia among women) of the eight conditions were directly attributed to
either criterion of excessive sedentary behaviour (at either the 8h or 9h per day cut-off). The total 
health care costs (direct and indirect) of excessive sedentary behaviour were estimated between 
$1.8 to $2.2 billion, which represents 1.5% to 1.6% of the overall burden of illness cost in 2021.21 Similar 
to previous studies, the two most costly conditions attributed to excessive sedentary time were
cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes.21 Researchers noted that a 10% reduction in sedentary
behaviour could save Canadians $219 million a year.21

Current assessment 
In this report, we provide an update on the health care costs of physical inactivity in Canada. To achieve
this requires estimating the cost of chronic conditions and disability which are attributable to physical
inactivity. The methods adopted in this report are similar to those reported in previous studies (described
earlier), whereby a prevalence-based approach is taken. Three key pieces of information were required 
1) relative risk (RR) of chronic diseases associated with inactivity 2) prevalence of physical inactivity
among Canadians and, 3) the costs of these conditions. The following describes the step-by-step
approach used to calculate cost estimates:

Step 1 – We reviewed the available literature to identify estimates for the relative risks of chronic
diseases which are most linked to physical inactivity. We identified several studies, both nationally 
and internationally, which examined the relationship between physical activity and chronic diseases.
Researchers in these studies extracted pooled estimates from meta-analyses from prospective cohort
studies.15,17,19-22 It should be noted that there was general agreement across studies about which chronic
conditions have a strong link to inactivity. As such, we decided to use the RR estimates presented in the
articles by Janssen and Warburton.17,22 It is important to note here that the study conducted by Janssen
et al. provided the RR for coronary artery disease, which is one aspect of heart disease.17 It seemed
reasonable in this case to include the cost of additional cardiovascular conditions related to physical
inactivity, as such the RR estimate for cardiovascular disease was obtained from the systematic review
published in 2010.22 In addition, the RR estimate for breast cancer in Janssen’s article excluded men, and
given that the health care costs in the EBIC tool includes costs for men, the RR estimate from the study
by Warburton et al. was used instead.22 The RR estimate for depression was obtained from a recent
systematic review and meta-analysis of literature examining the link between physical activity and
incident depression.23 Table 10 outlines the relative risks for the eight chronic conditions related to
physical inactivity that were extracted from the above publications. 
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Step 2 – Next, we determined the proportion of these eight chronic conditions directly attributable to
physical inactivity; this is known as the population attributable risk (PAR%). The formula for PAR% requires
information about the RR of each chronic disease as well as the prevalence of physical inactivity. For this
calculation, the prevalence of physical inactivity was based on results from the 2018-2019 Canadian Health
Measures Survey (CHMS). The 2018-2019 CHMS uses objective measures to determine physical activity
levels of Canadian adults (aged 18 to 79). In this study, accelerometers were used to collect data on
participants’ movements during waking hours. Participants classified as “physically active” if they
accumulated at least 150 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA) per week. By contrast,
to be classified as inactive participants had to record <150 minutes of MVPA/week.24 Based on the results
of this study, 51% of Canadian adults (48% of men and 54% of women) did not meet the recommended
physical activity target of 150 minutes of MVPA per week.25 The prevalence of inactivity was combined 
with the relative risk estimates to determine the PAR % for each condition using the following equation: 

PAR% = [P(RR-1)]/[1+P(RR-1)]
where P=prevalence of physical inactivity; RR is relative risk of conditions.

Table 10: Summary relative risk estimates of chronic conditions related to physical inactivity17,22,23

Summary relative risk 

Type 2 Diabetes 1.74 

Osteoporosis 1.57 

Cardiovascular disease (excluding stroke) 1.45 

Stroke 1.40

Colon cancer 1.37

Hypertension 1.36

Breast cancer 1.31

Depression 1.33

Table 11: Percentage of chronic conditions attributable to physical inactivity among adults (18+ years)

Men Women Total

Cardiovascular disease (excluding stroke) 17.8% 19.4% 18.6%

Stroke 16.1% 17.7% 16.9%

Type 2 Diabetes 26.2% 28.4% 27.3%

Breast cancer 13.0% 14.2% 13.6%

Colon Cancer 15.1% 16.5% 15.8%

Hypertension 14.7% 16.2% 15.5%

Osteoporosis 21.5% 23.4% 22.5%

Depression 13.7% 15.0% 14.4%

Source: CFLRI, custom analysis



The results indicate that the direct and indirect (relating to mortality only) health care costs of physical
inactivity in Canada in 2022 were $3.87 billion (CAD) and $36.9 million (CAD) respectively, for a total 
of at least $3.9 billion. The most expensive diseases in this study were Type 2 diabetes at $1.6 billion,
cardiovascular disease at $1.2 billion followed by depression at $409 million (CAD). While these
estimates are in line with what has been reported previously, they are, as mentioned, likely considerably
lower than the actual costs as these estimates do not factor in the cost of lost wages due to morbidity.
These findings demonstrate the significance of physical inactivity to the economic burden of illness in
Canada. In fact, a 10-percentage point decrease in physical inactivity levels among Canadian adults could
result in an annual savings of $629 million annually in health care costs from chronic conditions. More
specifically, decreasing the physical inactivity rate among adults by 10 percentage points could support
the Canadian economy as follows:

•    16.0% reduction in costs due to the seven chronic conditions (from $3.5 billion to $2.9 billion)

•    17.3% reduction in costs related to depression (from $409 million to $338 million).
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Step 3 – Direct and mortality costs for each disease were obtained from the 2010 Economic Burden of
Illness in Canada (EBIC) online tool.18 According to EBIC, direct costs refer to the cost of treatment or
care related to illness or injury – for example, expenditures for hospital care, physician care and drug
treatment.18 Mortality costs refer to lost earnings resulting from premature mortality.22 Unfortunately, 
the 2010 EBIC tool available online does not provide other indirect costs (i.e., loss of wages resulting
from disability and/or morbidity) and, as a result, was not included in our analysis. We recognize that 
this is a significant limitation and that the overall health costs reported here are, therefore, significantly
underestimate the true costs associated with physical inactivity. The direct and mortality costs were then
applied to the PAR% to determine what proportion of the overall cost (for men and women separately)
were attributable to physical inactivity in 2010. These overall cost estimates were adjusted to account for
inflation and population growth from 2010 to 2022. The direct costs were multiplied by 16.3% to reflect
an increase in health care costs as per the Consumer Price Index from 2010 to 2022,26 and by 15.8% to
reflect the increase in the adult population (≥15 years).27 Indirect costs were multiplied by 5.8% to reflect
increases in wages, salaries and commissions and population growth.28 Table 12 provides the estimated
direct and indirect costs of physical inactivity in Canadian dollars. 

Table 12: Direct, indirect and total health care costs attributable to physical inactivity (in millions)

Health care cost attributable to inactivity

Direct Indirect Total

Cardiovascular disease (excluding stroke) $1,136.2 $20.6 $1,156.8

Stroke $209.3 $2.8 $212.1

Type 2 Diabetes $1,633.4 $5.0 $1,638.3

Breast cancer $48.4 $3.3 $51.8

Colon Cancer $103.0 $4.5 $107.5

Hypertension $164.6 $0.8 $165.4

Osteoporosis $162.6 $0.0 $162.6

Depression $409.3 $0.02 $409.3
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SUMMARY
The impacts generated by sport, physical activity and
recreation on our society are significant and extensive. 
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SUMMARY
This report amassed a sizable amount of economic,
health, social, and environmental data with the
purpose of demonstrating the importance of sport,
physical activity, and recreation to these four
respective areas. Given these numbers assess
different constructs or concepts, these amounts
cannot be added together. The results showed that investments in sport, physical activity, and
recreation have the potential for significant economic, health, social, and environmental gains. The
findings in this report also make clear that the relationship between sport, physical activity, and
recreation and these various sectors is bi-directional. For example, increasing rates of physical activity
results in clear health and economic benefits, while in other circumstances changes in the environment
such as a reducing the number of motorized vehicles on the road could result in increased activity
through the adoption of more active means of transportation. There are important limitations identified
in this report, the first being gaps in data particularly with respect to health care and environmental
costs. In some instances, estimation techniques had to be applied, where possible, to provide a more
accurate reflection of the current context as data may have been dated. The authors acknowledge the
need for continued monitoring/surveillance to be able to better inform governments regarding the
impact of sport, physical activity, and recreation to Canadians.

Given these numbers assess
different constructs or concepts,
these amounts cannot be 
added together.




