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Current context

WHO – Physical activity is a key factor for health and wellbeing

Post COVID response – WHO has urged governments to include 
physical activity and sport in post-crisis support programmes

WHO and IOC – agreement in May 2020 to work together to 
promote health through sport and physical activity

Sport Ireland – funding Women in Sport programme to increase 
opportunities for female athletes, coaches and administrators

OECD Public Health Review in Ireland – chapter on women and 
healthy ageing to be conducted in 2021



Definitions

• Physical activity  - all body movement that increases energy 
use beyond resting levels

• Activity can occur spontaneously (leisure/work/transport) or 
organised eg sport

• Sport is a subset of physical activity undertaken individually 
or as part of a team where participants have a defined goal



Background 

Medicine – NUIG

Masters in Public Health – UCD

Higher Specialist training programme in Public Health Medicine, 

London

WHO, Geneva – TB in women, TB in refugees, Disease control in 

emergencies, Pandemic preparedness

Currently at NUIG and public health advisor to DoH on COVID-19 

response



Background in sport

Rowed with UCG as medical student

Competed in national events – heads of the river and regattas

Masters rower with Tribesmen Rowing Club, Galway since 2014

Competed in womens masters races in national and 

international events including Irish Rowing Championships, 

European Masters Rowing Regatta in Germany, World 

Masters Rowing Regattas in Slovenia and Hungary

Members – 60 women and 20 men - combination of competitive 

and recreational rowing 

Competitive rowing training programme pre COVID-19 – 3 on the 

water training sessions and 2 erg sessions/week



Setting the scene:

Physical Activity and Health  

Human biology requires a certain amount of physical activity to 

maintain good health and development

Physical activity sets off a cascade of “signals” which if 

repeated improve function of human body and brain

Humans have the same requirements for physical activity as 

40,000 years ago 

Research on physical activity began in 1950s but considerable 

advances in 1990’s

Benefits across all age groups of women, ethnic groups and 

spectrums of physical ability reducing risk of disease, deaths 

and improving quality of life



Demographic changes - impact

on womens health  

Governments looking at how to maximise “health-span” –

period of life free from serious disease

Global average lifespan doubled during 20th century

Life expectancy in Ireland – 84 years in women

Girls born in 2007 in Japan, Germany, France or Canada have 

50% chance of living until they are over 100

Demographic changes will have significant health, economic 

and social impacts



WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION

Established by UN Assembly as specialised 

agency for health in 1948



WHO’s PRIMARY ROLE

• To direct and coordinate international 
health within the UN system

• Main areas of work are non-communicable 
diseases, health through the life course and 
health systems, communicable disease 
preparedness, surveillance and response





Physical Activity and Women

- WHO

High burden of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) among 

women worldwide

Women have longer life expectancies than men but live longer 

with NCDs and are often in poor health for greater proportion of 

life course

Regular physical activity can improve womens' health and help 

prevent many of the diseases and conditions that are major 

causes of death and disability for women around the world



Diseases associated with inadequate 

participation in physical activity - WHO

• Cardiovascular diseases account for one-third of deaths 

among women globally 

• Diabetes affects more than 70 million women in the world and 

prevalence projected to double by 2025

• Chronic inactivity assoc with high cholesterol, high blood 

pressure, bone and joint problems, obesity and type 2 

diabetes (Daniels et al 2005; Janseen, Craig Boyce & Pickett 

2004; Strauss, 2000)

• Osteoporosis – high prevalence in post-menopausal women

• Evidence has also demonstrated links between chronic 

inactivity and breast and colon cancers (Kushi et al., 2006; 

Lee et al., 2012).



Reasons For Physical Inactivity In 

Women

Physical inactivity generally more prevalent among girls and women 

Factors that hinder the participation of women in physical activity 

include:

• Income of women is often lower than that of men and costs of access 

to physical activity facilities may be a barrier

• Workload in the home and care-giving roles for other family members 

may limit time available to engage in physical activity

• Cultural expectations may restrict the participation of women in 

certain forms of physical activity



Physical activity and adolescent girls

• Adolescent girls are at particular risk of inactivity

• Girls become more sedentary as early as 12 years 

of age with activity levels dropping by as much as 

83% as they transition through adolescence 

(Kimm et al., 2002)

• Decline in physical activity can be severe with 

studies showing current levels of activity of 19 

year olds can equate to that of a 60 year old 

(Varma et al., 2017)

.



Health benefits of Physical 

Activity in Women

• Physical health

• Weight reduction

• Reduced alcohol consumption

• Psychological health – improved sleep, better decision 
making, improved cognitive performance, enhanced mood

• Personal development and self esteem

• Social engagement



Study of health benefits of 

physical activity and sports in Sweden

Physical activity leads to a number of physiological changes in 

women

• Increased skeletal volume and mineral content

• Increased heart capacity

• Increased glucose transport

• Improved endothelial function and formation of new capillaries 

• Increased immune function

• Increased release of neurotransmitters leading to reduction in 

anxiety and depression



Physical activity and psychological 

health

• Physical activity has also been associated with 
improved psychological health by reducing levels of 
stress, anxiety and depression

• Incidence of depression among women reported to be 
almost double that of men

• Regular physical activity contributes to building self-
esteem and confidence

• Provides a vehicle for social integration and equality for 
women in society



Level of Physical Activity and 

Women

2 and a half hours of moderate exercise/week leads to: 

• 30% lower risk of all cause mortality

• 50% reduction in diseases such as cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes mellitus and certain cancers eg
breast

Daily recommendations for physical exercise can be 
met by brief high intensity exercise or lower intensity 
longer workouts in older women



Study of ageing 

– World Economic Forum

• Challenge for observational research to discern difference 

between natural declines in health and performance from 

deterioration that occur as a result of lifestyle factors and poor 

choices

• Sport and athletic competition offers a valuable testing ground 

for how cardiovascular, respiratory, neuromuscular and 

cognitive systems should work together at their best

• Studies on performance of masters athletes can provide a 

biological model to understand what healthy optimum ageing 

looks like



Healthspan in masters athletes



Maximising peak health and fitness



• Teneo Sports Sentiment index (TSSI) – 1,000 persons in national 

representative sample surveyed in Dec 2020

• Proportion of females who walk for exercise increased from 56% 

in 2019 to 72% in 2020

• Running increased from 9% to 15% over the same time period

• Marginal overall increase in sport and activity – 29% in 2020 from 

27% in 2019

• 59% of women surveyed prefer sport and activity to exercise and 

keep fit rather than competitive or organised team sports

Women in Sport - Survey in Ireland



• 34% of respondents exercised more during 

restrictions and 37% of women said their fitness 

levels improved

• 55% of women said they engaged in physical 

activity during COVID restrictions to improve 

mental health

• 20% of women joined a new sports club

• Two thirds of females took part in virtual fitness 

classes, either free online classes or part of a gym 

membership, which was substantially higher than 

the comparable figure for men

Survey of women and physical activity during 

COVID-19



• 43% of women surveyed wear fitness tracker or 

regularly use a fitness app, compared to 32% 

for men

• Of those who use a fitness tracker, 84% claim 

that having a tracker motivates them to be 

more active and healthier

• Use of technology and data and measurement 

of success and activity can be a strong 

persuasive influence for women in the future 

when it comes to exercise

Impact of fitness trackers/wearables



• Opportunity to build on increasing interest and 

participation in physical activity by women during 

COVID-19 response

• Potential for strengthening links with other 

government departments eg Department of Sport

• Greater visibility for female athletes as role models 

for girls and younger women needed – “If she can’t 

see it, she can’t be it” 

• Potential for significant health gain in older women

The way forward….



• Targeted programmes needed for women in lower 

socio-economic groups and ethnic minorities

• Progress has been made on media coverage and 

exposure for women’s sports but more needs to be 

done 

• Greater corporate investment in women’s sport 

will be key to encouraging participation by all ages

The way forward….


