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Health Benefits 
of Physical Activity
David M. Buchner

regular physical activity provides numerous and substantial health benefits. 
Regular physical activity reduces the risk of premature mortality and the 
risk of many chronic diseases. It improves our mood and psychological 

well-being. It is effective treatment for many chronic diseases and reduces the 
risk of disability. It enhances our ability to perform the tasks of everyday life and 
thereby promotes independent living. The health benefits associated with physical 
activity are highlighted in this chapter, but for a very detailed and comprehensive, 
evidence-based review of these health benefits, see the Physical Activity Guidelines 
Advisory Committee (PAGAC) Report released in 2008 by the U.S. Department 
of Health & Human Services (Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee 
[PAGAC], 2008). Before we consider the benefits in greater detail, let’s first define 
some terms, identify the attributes of physical activity related to health benefits, 
and discuss measurement related to physical activity and energy expenditure.

What Is Physical Activity?

Broadly speaking, physical activity is movement of the body caused by skeletal 
muscle contractions (USDHHS, 2008). However, in public health, physical activity 
refers to the types of movement that have health benefits. These movements usu-
ally involve the large muscle groups of the body and substantial energy expendi-
ture. In other words, physical activity is shorthand for health-enhancing physical 
activity. As discussed later, the evidence of health benefits is strongest for aerobic 
activity. So when context makes it clear, physical activity sometimes refers to only 
health-enhancing aerobic activity.

Physical activity belongs to the group of behavioral risk factors affecting health 
that include tobacco use, diet, drug and alcohol use, and sexual behavior. These 
risk factors are also referred to as lifestyle factors.
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