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Abstract
Most university teachers have sedentary lifestyles, a product of the job itself. Scientific 
articles published between January 1999 and February 2016 were reviewed in terms of 
bibliography and documentary evidence, with a view to updating existing knowledge of 
physical activity and its effect on the health of teachers, internationally. The databases 
searched were Medline, Scopus and Scielo. The search was run using PubMed, and 
classified by two search objectives. The following keywords were used in English and 
Spanish: physical activity, physical exercise and teachers (actividad física, ejercicio 
físico, docentes). Studies on the physical activity of any kind of teacher, internationally, 
was selected. Eight studies were found, all applied at different levels of experimentation 
(pre, quasi, and experimental), which demonstrated the benefits of physical activity in 
populations of current and future teachers.
© 2017 FC Barcelona. Published by Elsevier España, S.L.U. All rights reserved.

Actividad física y salud en docentes. Una revisión

Resumen
Los docentes de las universidades en la mayoría de los casos tienen estilos de vida seden-
tarios producto de su propio trabajo. Por tanto, se realizó un estudio de revisión docu-
mental y bibliográfica de artículos científicos publicados entre enero de 1999 y febrero 
de 2016 con el objetivo de actualizar los conocimientos existentes sobre la actividad fí-
sica relacionada con la salud de docentes a nivel internacional. Las bases de datos con-
sultadas fueron Medline, Scopus y Scielo. La búsqueda se realizó mediante PubMed y fue 
clasificada por 2 objetivos de búsqueda. Se usaron las siguientes palabras clave: activi-
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Introduction

Regular physical activity, adapted to the individual ability 
and characteristics of people, has beneficial effects for or-
ganic and physiological health. This assertion is corrobo-
rated by an infinity of scientific documentation.1-10 This 
type of activity not only brings benefits for people’s physi-
cal wellbeing but also contributes to improving mental and 
social health.

Physical activity is defined as any bodily movement pro-
duced by the skeletal muscles that requires energy expend-
iture. Therefore, physical activity should not be confused 
with physical exercise. That is a variety of planned, struc-
tured, repetitive physical activities which are undertaken 
with an objective related to improving or maintaining one 
or more components of physical fitness. Physical activity, 
on the other hand, includes physical exercise but also, in a 
broader sense, other activities that involve bodily move-
ment and occur as part of our play and work; active forms 
of transportation; domestic tasks and recreational activi-
ties in general.11-14

The benefits of physical activity in general, in a physical 
sense, are: better functioning of the cardiovascular, res-
piratory, digestive and endocrine systems; strengthening of 
the musculoskeletal system; increased flexibility; de-
creased serum cholesterol and triglycerides; and benefits 
for people with impaired glucose tolerance, obesity and 
adiposity.15,17

On the other hand, the psychological benefits are closely 
related to greater tolerance to stress; the adoption of pro-
tective health habits; an improved perception of self and 
self-esteem; decreased perceived risk of illness; stress pre-
vention; tranquilising and antidepressant effects; better 
reflexes and coordination; increased sense of well-being; 
prevention of insomnia; regulation of sleep cycles and im-
provements in socialisation processes. Benefits can also be 
seen in cognitive processes such as memory, planning and 
decision making.18,19

As for the benefits to mental health, physical activity has 
been found to reduce clinical depression and may be as ef-
fective as traditional treatments (psychotherapy).20 In addi-
tion, the practice of physical activity in young women suf-
fering from anorexia reduces some of their self-injurious 
behaviour. However, in certain sectors of the population 
resistance can still be found to the possibility of integrating 
behaviour that improves general health into the daily rou-
tines, for which personal, physiological, situational, pro-

grammatic, social, cognitive and behavioural reasons are 
given. These factors must thus be taken into account when 
designing programmes to promote physical activity as be-
haviour which improves health in general.21-24

Physical activity will tend to depend on an individual’s 
stage of life: in early life it is the game; in youth it takes 
the form of sport; and in adulthood these experiences are 
combined in different forms of expression and physical and 
mental development.25

Whatever physical activity an individual has, this need to 
be stimulated, and here most of all, the public authorities 
should promote this strongly, since many benefits are ob-
tained from this across the board. Specifically, this is the 
case of university teaching staff, who, in most cases, have 
sedentary lifestyles, which are a product of the character-
istics of the job itself.

The main objective of this study, therefore, is to update 
existing knowledge on physical activity in the health of 
teachers in the international sphere.

Methodology

A documentary and bibliographical review was run on scien-
tific articles published from January 1999 to February 2016. 
The databases consulted were Medline, Scopus and Scielo. 
The searches were done using PubMed and have been clas-
sified for two different search objectives. The following 
keywords were used in English and Spanish: physical activi-
ty, physical exercise, teachers (physical activity, physical 
exercise, teachers).

We selected the studies that analysed physical activity in 
teachers at all levels of education, internationally. Specifi-
cally, these were 8 studies, all applicable to different levels 
of experimentation (pre-, quasi- and experimental).

Inclusion criteria: Studies published between 1999 and 
2016 in any country in Spanish and/or English.

Exclusion criteria: Studies that did not assess physical ac-
tivity in teachers.

The study restricted itself to updating knowledge of the 
effect of physical activity on the health of teachers interna-
tionally; this is therefore a systematic review, with no re-
sults to be applied or for action to be taken but, possibly 
useful for the compilation of information to begin new re-
search and gain a deeper understanding of this important 
subject.

dad física, ejercicio físico, docentes; en idioma español e inglés (physical activity, phy-
sical exercise, teachers). Se seleccionaron los estudios de aplicación de la actividad físi-
ca en docentes de cualquier tipo de enseñanza, a nivel internacional. Se encontraron 8 
estudios, todos de aplicación, en los diferentes niveles de experimentación (pre-, cuasi- 
y experimental) en los que se demostraron los beneficios de la actividad física en pobla-
ciones de docentes y futuros docentes.
© 2017 FC Barcelona. Publicado por Elsevier España, S.L.U. Todos los derechos reservados.
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Results and discussion

We selected the studies that had researched physical activ-
ity in teachers at all levels of education, internationally. 
Specifically, we found 8 studies, all of them pre-, quasi- and 
experimental (Table 1).

Meneses et al.26 based themselves on the opinion of 
adults as to physical activity and recreational pursuits. The 
interviewees were the teaching and administrative staff of 
24 pre-school institutions in the Canton of Montes de Oca 
(Costa Rica). The results showed how the concepts de-
scribed were not clear to interviewees, and the fact that 
physical activity occurred only as a habit and not as an 
agent of organic, physical and mental health. According to 
the results, the concept of physical activity to improve 
good health was understood by the interviewees, however, 
when put into practice, this was limited.

Respondents were asked if they were involved in physical 
activities, to which 79.8% answered affirmatively and 20.2% 
answered negatively. Some of them considered that physi-
cal and recreational activities meant the same thing. A total 
of 75% of the interviewees did physical activities at differ-
ent frequencies per week, however, this data showed that 
physical activity was not well structured within the daily 
routine of each subject. When asked whether these physi-
cal activities had a positive influence on their health, they 
answered that these activities enabled them to better use 
their free time; they served to control stress; provided 
emotional stability; reduced heart disease; controlled anxi-
ety; depression; reduced obesity; and prevented high blood 
pressure and muscle weakness, among other benefits. It 
was important in the questionnaire to respond as regards 
the particular type of recreational activities that inter-
viewees practiced, as well as how often and their opinion 
on these.26

During the process of information-gathering on recrea-
tional activities, all respondents answered exactly the same 
as in the case of questions on physical activity in general. 
Here it can be deduced that interviewees considered physi-
cal and recreational activity as being synonymous, whereas 
there are, in fact, conceptual differences between the two, 
also in practice. It was concluded that people were aware 
of the benefits of physical activities, however a lack of edu-
cation on the importance of physical activity from early 
childhood prevented this being included in their working 
routine when they reached adulthood.26

Roldán Aguilar et al.27 identified the levels of physical ac-
tivity, depression and cardiovascular risks in employees and 
teaching staff at a university institution (Politécnico Colom-
biano Jaime Isaza Cadavid) in Medellín, Colombia. From the 
population of teachers and employees born in or after 1955, 
a stratified random sample was selected, following the 
Framingham age scale. Laboratory tests were then run to 
measure lipid profile and blood glucose. A medical and an-
thropometric assessment was undertaken using the Interna-
tional Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ for short), and 
the Hamilton Depression Scale. Out of the total sample eval-
uated, 45.4% of subjects were sedentary; 40.5% had mild or 
moderate depression; 10.5% consumed 22 grams or more of 
alcohol a week; 7% were hypertensive; 75.6% had dyslipi-
demia; 3.5% were diabetics; 18.6% were obese; and 19.8% 

smoked. According to the classification of low-density lipo-
protein cholesterol (LDL-c) and high-density lipoprotein cho-
lesterol (LDL-c), 79.1% were borderline or at high risk; 75.6% 
were borderline, at high risk or moderate, respectively; 43% 
were at risk according to the arterial index score; and 31.4% 
had a medium, moderate or high risk of infarction in the next 
10 years, according to the Framingham scale. From the de-
scriptive analysis it was concluded that dyslipidemias and 
sedentarism were the main cardiovascular risk factors found 
in the population. In addition, lower levels of LDL-c and de-
pression were found in physically active or highly active indi-
viduals. This study did not determine the relationship be-
tween sedentary individuals and risk factors, or individuals 
who did physical activity and risk factors, as this study was 
descriptive and not correlative.

Hernández-Álvarez et al.28 studied the relevance to 
teachers of certain curricular objectives within the physical 
education class, and their beliefs about the importance of 
various factors involved in students doing physical activities 
outside school. A total of 173 physical education teachers 
took part, distributed geographically across nine autono-
mous communities (self-governing regions) in Spain. A ques-
tionnaire designed and validated by the research group was 
applied. The results showed that teachers were of the opin-
ion that their teaching should be oriented above all to re-
sponding to “supradisciplinary” social demands which other 
subjects were also involved in, and that these were less of 
a priority than the objectives that were unique to physical 
education (knowledge of the discipline and motor output). 
Likewise, teachers believed that the least relevant factors 
in boys and girls being involved in physical activity outside 
school were those that directly included objectives which 
physical education contributed to exclusively. Teachers 
showed a lack of confidence in their more specific possi-
bilities of influencing regular habits of physical activity in 
their students.

The main objective of another study was to compare the 
intention to be physically active with the actual weekly 
practice of physical activity among 451 pre-school and pri-
mary teachers who participated in this study (162 males 
and 353 females). This topic was explored in relation to 
social and employment variables. The adapted and validat-
ed Spanish version of the scale of intention to be physi- 
cally active indicated a high internal consistency (a = 0.91). 
Other inferential analyses showed that women participated 
less in physical activity than men. In addition, unmarried 
teachers with no children scored higher in thinking about 
and actual practice of physical activity compared to those 
who were married and had children. Intention and practice 
were correlated and these results were interpreted in terms 
of differences in leisure time, as well as in terms of social 
variables related to leisure time.29

Blázquez Manzano et al.29 identified the relationship be-
tween the level of physical activity and the perception of 
quality of life (QoL) among those who make up the univer-
sity community. The total number of subjects chosen for 
this study was 558: 83 teaching staff, 33 administrative 
staff and 442 students, randomly selected from all faculties 
and departments of the university. The results were ob-
tained using the short version of the IPAQ, the SF-36 Health 
Questionnaire, and an instrument to explore the reasons for 
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Table 1 Summary of articles found

Year Author Country Objective Methodology

1999 Meneses et al. Costa Rica To determine the levels of 
physical and recreational 
activity of people who work in 
pre-schools

Twenty-four pre-school 
institutions were selected in 
the Canton of Montes de Oca. A 
teacher or member of the 
administrative staff from each 
school was interviewed in each 
case, each of whom answered a 
questionnaire on the practice 
of physical activity

2008 Roldán et al. Colombia To identify the levels of 
physical activity, depression 
and cardio-vascular risks of 
employees and teachers at a 
university in Medellín 
(Colombia)

From the population of 
teaching staff and employees 
born in or after 1955, a 
stratified random sample was 
selected following the 
Framingham age scale. On this 
sample laboratory tests were 
run to measure lipid profile and 
glycemia; a medical and 
anthropometric assessment was 
made, and respondents 
completed the International 
Physical Activity Questionnaire 
(Short IPAQ)

2010 Hernández et al. Spain To ascertain the relevance to 
the teaching staff of certain 
curricular objectives and their 
beliefs as regards the 
importance of different factors 
affecting whether students 
were involved in physical 
activity outside school

A total of 173 physical 
education teachers 
participated, distributed 
geographically across nine 
autonomous communities, 
completing a questionnaire 
designed and validated by the 
research group

2015 Blázquez et al. Spain To compare the intention to be 
physically active with actual 
weekly physical exercise 
among 451 pre-school and 
primary school teachers

Participating were a total of 
162 men and 353 women. This 
topic was explored on the basis 
of social and employment 
variables. The adapted and 
validated Spanish version of the 
scale of intention to be 
physically active indicated a 
high degree of internal 
consistency

2014 Rodríguez et al. Colombia To identify the relationship 
between the level of physical 
activity and the perception of 
quality of life among those 
who make up the university 
community

The total number of subjects 
selected was 558: 83 teachers, 
33 administrative staff and 442 
students, randomly selected 
from all faculties and 
departments of the university. 
The results were obtained from 
the use of the short version of 
the International Physical 
Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ), 
the SF-36 Health Questionnaire, 
and an instrument to explore 
the reasons for physical activity 
or not, developed for this 
research
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physical activity or not, developed for that particular re-
search project. A significant and positive relationship was 
found between the perception of QoL and actual health and 
physical activity levels. This relationship was more pro-
nounced in the admin. group, while in the group of teach-
ers, higher levels of actual physical activity were found.

Responding to the research question, we conclude that 
people involved in higher levels of physical activity also re-
ported a more positive perception of QoL with respect to 
health. This confirms the findings of the study by Jurgens 
(2006), where it was shown that sportsmen perceived a bet-
ter QoL than sedentary individuals. In addition, the percep-
tion of QoL is more positive as the level of sports practiced 

increased, especially in the domains corresponding to social 
relations, environment and psychological functioning. 

In a similar direction, a positive QoL perception was 
found for the total sample analysed, where factors related 
to functionality and social aspects prevailed. These results 
could be explained by the multiple benefits related to the 
practice of physical activity, at the physical, psychological 
and social level. This was related to results found, since it 
is probable that the benefits of physical activity mentioned 
were evidenced in the participants of this research in a 
more positive perception of QoL. On the other hand, these 
could also be related to the apparent absence of chronic or 
acute illness in the participants.30

Table 1 (continue)

Year Author Country Objective Methodology

2007 Hall et al. Mexico To estimate the prevalence of 
the level of physical activity, 
nutritional status and 
abdominal obesity in teachers 
at the Escuela Superior de 
Educación Física within the 
Universidad Autónoma de 
Sinaloa

Thirty-six subjects (32 males 
and 4 females) were studied to 
classify the level of physical 
activity, using the short format 
of the International Physical 
Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ), 
taking anthropometric 
measurements (weight, height 
and umbilical circumference)

2013 Gutiérrez et al. Spain To identify the attitudes 
towards physical activity and 
sport, as well as its range of 
application, as presented by 
new pupils in pre-school, 
primary and physical education 
and sports

The research design used was 
cross-sectional, not 
experimental. The study 
population consisted of 222 
new students from the Faculty 
of Education and Sport Sciences 
in Pontevedra, University of 
Vigo. Of these, 103 were men 
(46.4%) and 119 were women 
(53.6%), aged between 17 and 
38 years. Participants were 
given the Questionnaire on 
Attitudes to Physical Activity 
(CAAF in its Spanish acronym)

2016 Práxedes et al. Spain Analyze the levels of moderate 
to vigorous physical activity in 
university students

A total of 901 university 
students participated at the 
University of Extremadura, 
aged between 18 and 49 years 
(408 men and 493 women), 
distributed across the 4 years 
of degree courses and the 
different postgraduate degrees. 
All respondents completed the 
IPAQ-SF. As indicators of 
physical activity, levels of 
moderate and vigorous physical 
activity were used, and the 
degree of compliance with 
physical activity 
recommendations, following 
the 2010 WHO guidelines

Source: In-house.
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On the other hand, the results on QoL in the group of 
teachers were related to their higher levels of physical ac-
tivity. In contrast, differences were found in the relation-
ship between different levels of physical activity, and in the 
perception of QoL there was homogeneity in the case of 
some characteristics in the three groups studied. This was 
more consistent in students (0.23 to 0.01), which probably 
correlated with sample size. Administrative staff, on the 
other hand, showed a correlation of 0.42 to 0.05. This may 
be related to greater sociodemographic homogeneity in the 
group, which may reduce the effect of intervening variables 
and contribute to strengthening the correlation. In addi-
tion, the decrease in the level of confidence may be due to 
a wider dispersion in the scores. Finally, the correlation in 
the group of teachers was 0.22, which, like the other cor-
relations, was significant and positive.30

In terms of marital status, both divorced and married re-
spondents showed higher levels of physical activity than 
singles. Similar trends were found in single individuals and 
those living together, a relationship that may be associated 
with the age group of participants in each marital status 
category; married and divorced respondents were more 
likely to be in ages ranging from 35 to 50, a population 
where, according to the results obtained, higher levels of 
physical activity were found.30

As regards the area of activity of the participants in the 
sample, there were higher levels of physical activity in indi-
viduals doing technical jobs, followed by those related to 
the natural sciences, arts, economics and engineering.30

As main arguments for the practice of physical activity, 
the teachers found those related to beliefs as to the bene-
fits that this offered for health and the fact that it was 
pleasant. In the case of women, arguments were presented 
related to psychological factors, such as beliefs. On the 
other hand, in the admin. group, there were family-related 
factors, environmental factors and a penchant for physical 
activity, while for students, the satisfaction with physical 
activity and previous experience of it were relevant.30

In general, male respondents reported reasons related to 
the physical environment, the beliefs in health, and the 
pleasure that activity itself produced; for their part, wom-
en referred to family circumstances that made it difficult 
for them to practice physical activity. These results were in 
the same vein as other studies that have found that relating 
activity to fun may not be effective in motivating participa-
tion. However, in contrast, the thinking that activity could 
help in achieving personal goals was more influential in 
older adults than in young people.30

As for the reasons for not being involved in physical activ-
ity, common factors related to time and type of activity 
(personal factors) were observed in all the 3 groups. There 
were some factors that prevailed in women —  shortage of 
time, lack of support from peers, parents and teachers, and 
finally, low self-esteem and low perceived self-efficacy in 
being physically active. To these factors, among other rea-
sons, were added lack of confidence, lack of money and the 
necessity to do other things.30

Hall López et al.31 estimated the prevalence of the level 
of physical activity, nutritional status and abdominal obe-
sity in teachers at the School of Physical Education, Univer-
sidad Autónoma of Sinaloa (Mexico). Thirty-six subjects 

aged 42.8 ± 7.3 years (32 males and 4 females) were stud-
ied. To classify the level of physical activity, the short for-
mat of the IPAQ questionnaire was applied and anthropo-
metric measurements were recorded (weight, height and 
umbilical circumference). This resulted in the following 
data: high level of physical activity: 25%; moderate: 44.4%, 
and low: 30.6%. The combined prevalence of overweight 
and obesity with BMI, following WHO criteria, was 90.6% 
and the prevalence of abdominal obesity, taking the NCEP 
ATP (III) criteria, was 28.1% for men and 30.6% for women, 
respectively. The results in this study showed subjects with 
a high prevalence of physical activity. In contrast, they 
showed a high rate of overweight and obesity, higher than 
the average percentages for Mexico. We can conclude that 
in the case of these subjects, measures should be taken, 
such as implementing nutrition programmes aimed at curb-
ing the problem of overweight and obesity.

Other research has identified attitudes towards physical 
activity and sport, as well as their scope of application seen 
in new pupils in pre-school, primary, physical education and 
sport. Non-experimental cross-sectional research, using 
mean comparison analysis for independent samples, ANO-
VA, and linear regression, compared variables for physical 
activity and motivation. Significant differences were dem-
onstrated in all groups analysed, so that men who practiced 
sport at school age, students of physical education and 
sport, all had attitudes with higher scores for physical ac-
tivity and sport, firstly than women; secondly, than those 
who did not practice sports at school age; and thirdly than 
future graduates of pre-school and primary education. It 
would be of major importance to run projects involving the 
promotion of physical activity, sport and the adoption of 
healthy habits during initial teacher training, especially 
among women and graduates of Bachelor degrees in pre-
school education and primary education. In addition, given 
the positive influence of physical activity practiced at 
school age, school sports programmes should be encour-
aged or increased.32

Práxedes et al.33 analysed the levels of moderate to vig-
orous physical activity in university students. Similarly, they 
analysed physical activity levels by sex, age and change of 
state in the trans-theoretical model. A total of 901 students 
(408 men and 493 women) completed the IPAQ-SF and an-
swered a question to assess the stages of change. Among 
the results, it was noted that 51.39% of the students did not 
reach the international recommendations of 30 minutes of 
moderate to vigorous exercise per day, with a greater com-
pliance in male respondents. Regarding the change, in 
terms of moderate to vigorous levels of intensity, it was 
reported that significantly higher values were observed in 
the phases of physical action and maintenance, compared 
to other stages, during the physical exercise programme. 
This indicates guidelines for the development of interven-
tion programmes that affect the promotion of physical ac-
tivity at the university stage.

Conclusions

According to the results of previous research, in the centres 
where this was studied, physical activity has generally been 
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beneficial to current and future teachers. In all studies this 
hypothesis was demonstrated. Sometimes the levels of mo-
tivation for physical activity were not optimum and in the 
specific case of women, with more occupation at home, 
and not always assisted by their family, this was a notable 
impediment. In addition, physical activity was frequently 
performed incorrectly, nor was this practiced the suggested 
minimum days per week (frequency) due to lack of knowl-
edge of its effects. This may be due to the maintenance of 
high levels of obesity and overweight, even where physical 
activity was practiced.

Physical activity was sometimes merely a habit for teach-
ers and not seen as producing organic, physical and mental 
health. According to the study results, the concept of phys-
ical activity to promote health was understood by the inter-
viewees, however, when putting this into practice, the ex-
tent was limited. Very often physical activity was not well 
structured within the daily activities that each teacher per-
formed. When asked whether these physical activities had 
a positive influence on health, they answered that these 
activities enabled better use of free time; they served as a 
control of stress; for emotional stability; they reduced 
heart disease, controlled anxiety, depression, they reduced 
obesity, they prevented high blood pressure and muscle 
weakness, amongst other effects. It was important in the 
questionnaire to answer questions on the specific type of 
recreational activities that the interviewees practiced, as 
well as the frequency and their opinion of these.

Sometimes, teachers considered physical activity and 
recreational activity as synonymous, when there were con-
ceptual differences and in practice. It was concluded that 
people were aware of the benefits of practicing physical 
activities, but a lack of education on physical activity from 
pre-school stage prevented the practice of activity being 
included in their daily work schedule. A significant and pos-
itive relationship was found between the perception of QoL 
regarding health and levels of physical activity. Teachers 
found as main arguments for the practice of physical activ-
ity those related to beliefs about the benefits to health and 
the fact that it is enjoyable.
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