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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY GUIDELINES FOR ADULTS 
 
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
recently published the 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines 
for Americans to help Americans improve their health 
through appropriate physical activity.1 Engaging in the 
recommended levels of physical activity has been 
proven to be effective in preventing or controlling the 
devastating effects of chronic diseases.  Data for 
Washoe County show that many residents are not 
meeting the recommended amount of physical activity.   
 

DATA & DISCUSSION  

 
The 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans 
sets the standard for the amounts and types of physical 
activity needed for health benefits, while still allowing 
individuals choices about types and amounts of activity.  

 
Recommendations for Adults 
The recommended amount of activity that adults (ages 
18-64) need is: 

• Two and a half hours (150 minutes) a week of 
moderate-intensity aerobic physical activity;  

• Or, one hour, fifteen minutes (75 minutes) a week 
of vigorous-intensity aerobic physical activity; 

• Or an equivalent combination of moderate and 
vigorous-intensity aerobic physical activity. 

• Muscle-strengthening activities that involve all 
major muscle groups are recommended two or 
more days per week.  

 
These key guidelines for adults also apply to older adults 
(ages 65+) and adults with disabilities.  When adults 
cannot meet the guidelines due to a chronic condition or 
a disability, they should be as physically active as their 
abilities and conditions allow.  
 
Key terminology referred to in the guidelines include: 

• Moderate-intensity aerobic activity means 
working hard enough to raise ones heart rate 
and break a sweat. One should be able to talk, 
but not sing the words to a favorite song. 
Examples include a brisk walk or gardening; 

• Vigorous-intensity aerobic activity refers to 
activity that causes hard, fast breathing, with an 
increase in heart rate. One won't be able to say 
more than a few words without pausing for a 
breath. Examples are jogging or jumping rope.  

• Muscle-strengthening activity is exercise that 
increases skeletal muscle strength, power, 
endurance, and mass, such as weight lifting. 

 

In the following graphs, the question posed to 
respondents referred to moderate physical activity for 30 
minutes or more 5 or more times a week, or vigorous 
activity for 20 minutes or more 3 or more times a week.  
 
Figure 1 – Percent of adults reporting 

regular physical activity, Washoe County, 

Nevada and the U.S.; 2003-2007 
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Data Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS)  
 
Adults living in Washoe County have a higher rate of 
compliance with the guidelines than the state (p<0.01 in 
2003, 2007, respectively) and national averages (no 
statistical test can be performed due to lack of raw 
number), although many residents do not meet the 
recommendations outlined in the guidelines. 
 

Figure 2 – Prevalence of adults, by gender, 

who report regular physical activity, 

Washoe County; 2003-2007 
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Data Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS)  
 
There is very little difference (p>0.05) in reported 
physical activity levels among men and women in 
Washoe County.  
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Figure 3 – Prevalence of adults, by social 

economic status (SES) and race, who report 

regular physical activity, Washoe County; 

2007 
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Data Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS)  
Low SES is defined as residents that earn less than $35,000 a year, 
and/or have less than a high school education, and/or do not have 
health insurance. Not Low SES is defined as residents that earn more 
than $35,000 a year, and/or have more than a high school education, 
and/or have health insurance. 
 
There are differences in levels of physical activity among 
Washoe County adults when broken down by SES and 
race. The statistical differences between “Low SES” and 
“Not Low SES” groups were highly significant (p<0.01); 
however, the statistical differences among different racial 
groups were not significant. 
 
Figure 4 – Prevalence of adults, by health 

insurance status, who report regular 

physical activity, Washoe County; 2007 
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Data Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS)  
 
There is very little difference (p>0.05) reported among 
Washoe County adults with or without health insurance. 
 
Health benefits of physical activity: 
Strong scientific evidence shows physical activity can 
provide the following benefits for adults:1 
• Lower the risk of:  

- Early death,  
- Heart disease & stroke 
- Type 2 diabetes 
- High blood pressure 
- Adverse blood lipid profile 
- Metabolic syndrome 
- Colon and breast cancers 

 

Health benefits of physical activity (continued): 
• Prevention of weight gain 
• Weight loss when combined with diet 
• Improved cardio-respiratory and muscular fitness 
• Prevention of falls 
• Reduced depression 
• Better cognitive function in older adults  
 
There is moderate scientific evidence to support: 
• Better functional health in older adults 
• Reduced abdominal obesity 
• Weight maintenance after weight loss 
• Lower risk of hip fracture & increased bone density 
• Improved sleep quality 
• Lower risk of lung and endometrial cancers 
 

Recommendations 

 
Recommendations for health care professionals: 
Physicians play an important role in communicating the 
benefits of exercise and encouraging physical activity 
among patients, although data supporting a specific 
approach or quantifying the effect of such counseling is 
limited. 
♦ Connect:  Help patients make a connection 

between their sedentary lifestyle and medical 
problems experienced. 

♦ Assess:  Help patients assess their current physical 
activity level and identify those who are sedentary 
and willing to consider starting an exercise program. 

♦ Identify:  Discuss patients’ real or perceived barriers 
to exercise and help them create a plan to address 
the barriers.  Common barriers include lack of time, 
no access to facilities, and dislike of exercise. 

♦ Prescribe:  Give a written prescription for exercise 
and follow up with patients for compliance.  Stress 
that exercise is just as important as any medication 
that might be prescribed.  

♦ Arrange:  Arrange for follow up at the next 
appointment or via telephone. 

♦ Waiting room:  Provide physical activity information 
in the waiting room, including magazines, 
pamphlets, and posters. Find materials on-line at: 
www.health.gov/paguidelines/toolkit.aspx. 

 
Local Resources: 
The website www.gethealthywashoe.com has 
information on healthy living, including resources and 
information on physical activity. 
 
 

References  
 

1.  U.S. Department of Health and Human Service’s (2008). 2008 
Physical Activity Guidelines PA Guidelines website 
www.health.gov/paguidelines/. 

 
We are thankful to the Washoe County Chronic 
Disease Coalition for their assistance in this report. 

 


