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This publication contains statistics about physical exercise reported by the Australian population aged IS years and 
over. These statistics have been compiled from information collected in the 1989-90 National Health Survey 
conducted by the ABS, and represent a selection of those available.

For the purpose.s of this publication, physical exercise refers only to that undertaken for recreation, sport or 
health/fitncss purpose.s during the two weeks prior to interview, and encompasses the following:

• walking for exercise or recrea'ion;

* moderate exercise, defined as that which caused a moderate increase in heart rate or breathing; and

* vigorous exercise, defined as that which caused a large increase in heart rate or breathing.

For each of these categories, the number of times a person exercised and total amount of time spent on exercise over 
the two weeks was recorded.

From the information recorded about the frequency, duration and intensity of exercise, an ‘exercise level' of low, 
medium or high was derived for each respondent who reported exercising in the previous two weeks. (For an outline 
of how the index was derived, see the Expbnatory Notes of this publication.)

MAIN FEATURES

* An estimated 8.7 million persons aged 15 years and over (65% of the population in that age group) engaged 
in some form of exercise in the two weeks prior to interview. Walking exercise was the most common, being 
reported by 45 per cent of persons aged 15 years and over.

* Exercise patterns differed by age, with vigorous and moderate exercise more likely to be undertaken by 
younger age groups and walking exercise more likely among middle to older age groups.

• Males were more likely to undertake vigorous or moderate exercise, while females were more likely to 
undertake walking exercise.

• Less than 6 per cent of adults who as.sessed their health status as ‘fair’ or ‘prxjr’ had engaged in vigorous 
exercise in the two weeks prior to interview and 9 per cent of persons classified as obese had done so.

* Persons who engaged in walking exercise tended to exercise more often and for a longer amount of time 
than those engaging in vigorous or moderate exercise.

INQUIRIES

For further irformation about National Health Survey output contact Brian Richings on Canberra (06) 252 5786 or 
any ABS State Office.
For information about other ABS statistics and services please contact Information Services on Canberra (06) 252 
6627, 252 5402, 252 6007 or any ABS State Office.
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I. EXERCISE PATTERNS

Persons who exercised
From information collected in the 1989-90 National Health Survey an estimated 8,671,(XX) persons aged 15 years and 
over or 65.4 per cent of the population in that age grtxip engaged in some form of exercise in ihc two weeks prior to 
interview. As shown in the table below, walking exercise was the most common (reptxted by 44.7% of respondents 
aged 15 years and over), followed by moderate exercise and then vigorous exercise (32.6% and 17.9% respectively): 
see paragraph 4 of the bAplanatory Notes.

TABLE I. PERSONS AGED 15 VI:AR.S AND OVER; TYPE OE 
EXERCISE BY SEX, AUSTRALIA, 1989.90

Typa of lurcut Malti FtmaJtj COOOI
Puunt

Par ctttí

e*era>e 1,497.5 882.1 23796 17.9

Moderate eaerdte 23114 2.0178 4329 1 32.6

Walktns exercise 2.649.5 33764 5,9258 44.7

Tota! parsons 
raportutg txarctatfa} 43296 4J4ig g^7t4 65 4

Populatioo aged 
15 jeor« and over 6,698.4 13365.0 100.06M6.6

(a) Radi penon nuy have reportad mora than type of cicmM and thcntfoic compononu do not add to toub

Sex and age characteristics
Although the overall proportions of males and females reporting that they exercised in the two weeks prior to 
interview were similar, there were differences in the type of exercise reported by males and females. A higher 
proportion of males than females reported vigorous exercise (22.8% compared with 13.2%). Conversely, a higher 
proportion of females than males reported walking exercise (48.9% compared with 40.3%).

Age is a factor in the likelihood of exercising and in the type of exercise undertaken, and would account for some of 
the differences between total male and female populations, because of the greater numbers of older women. Overall, a 
larger proportion of persons in younger age groups reported exercising than in older age groups. For example, 77.2 
per cent of persons aged 15 to 24 years reported engaging in some form of exercise in the two weeks prior to 
interview compared with 48.7 per cent of persons aged 75 years and over.

Moreover, type of exercise undertaken varied considerably according to age. Vigorous and mtxlcratc exercise were 
most commonly reported by persons aged 15 to 24 years (35.7% and 47.4% respectively). Walking exercise was most 
commonly reported by persons aged 65 to 74 years (53.5%). The number and proportion of persons who exercised by 
age and sex is shown in Table 3 below.

TABLE 3. PERSONS WHO EXERCISED IN THE TWO WEEKS PRIOR TO INTERVIEW BY AGE AND SEX 
AUSTRALIA, 1989-90

/Qe group (yaora)

Typa gxtrcàa ¡5 24 25-34 35 A4 45-54 55-64 65-74
75 and 

ovar Malta Ftmalai Ptraofta

Vigorous excraie- 
(’000) 
Per cen((a)

984.9
35.7

700.8
25.0

399.7
15.6

na« 
93

72,3 
5.0

42.4
33

8.6 
12

1.497.5
22.8

882.1
13.2

2379.6
17.9

Moderate exerdse- 
(•000) 
Per ce«(a)

1307.2
41.4

1,028.0
36.7

793.5
31.0

460.0
25.6

341.9
23.9

290.9
24.1

101.7 2311.4
35.2

2.017.8
30.1

4329.1
32.6

Walking exerdte- 
(’000) 
I^r cent(a)

1.1322
41.1

1,2161 
43.4

1,1162 
43.6

800.4
44.6

T21.4
50.0

641.Q
533

2ÍÓ.5
41.6

2,649.5
40.3

33764 
48.9

5,925.8
44.7

Total peraoos reportlag excrcioe(b>>
(’000) 
Per cent(a)

2,1266 1312.6 
683

1,602.2
62,6

1,048.1
58.4

882.6
60.7

761.9
63.0

y5S.4
4&.1

4329.6
65.9

4341.8 
643

8,671.4
65.4

(■) Po- cant flf poauos in the iwpective age or aex gnupe. (b) Each peraon may have teporied mae than am type «rf exanae and. therefore. compoMWi do not add to 
totale.
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Chart 1 below shows type of exercise undertaken in the two weeks prior to interview for males and females in 
selccicd age groups.

CHART 1. TYPE OK EXERCISE L'NDERTAKEN(a) BY AGE BY SEX 
AUSTRALIA, 1989-90

Percent
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States and Territories
The ^portion of persons aged 15 years and over reporting that they exercised showed some variauon between States 
Md Temtones, being highest in the Australian Capital Territory (71.7%) and lowest in South Australia (63.1%). The 
Australian Capital Temtory had the highest proportion of persons who engaged in vigorous exercise (24 6%) and 
walking exercise (51.2%) and, together with the Northern Territory, had the highest proportion of persons who 
reported moderate exercise. Both of the Territories have relatively young populations, whereas South Australia has an-------- v-vw*.. uou. ure. luiiunra nave rciauvciy young populations, whereas South Australia has an 
wder population than dw Australian average. Table 2 shows the number and proportion of persons in each Slate and 
Twrilnru Uinzx a»nna(V/*zl enTerritory who engaged in exercise.

TABLE 2. PER.S()\S WHO EXERCLSEO IN THE TWO WEEKS PRIOR TO INTERVIEW 
STATES AND TERRITORIES. 1989-90

Type of exercue NSW Vie. QU SA To! NT ACT Atta
Vigorout eaerasc- 
COOO) 
Per cenl(a)

796.5
17.6

611.3
17.8

393.2 
176

1800
158

255.7
20.5

641
18.5

253
21 9

53.0
24.6

2379.6
17.9

Moderate cxcraie- 
COOO) 
Per ceni(a)

1,4321 
31.6

1,057.3
30.9

809.0
36.2

329.2
28.9

459.7
368

101.1
289

48.9
42.5

91.7
426

4,329.1
32.6

Walking exerdae-
COOO) 
Per cent(a)

2.044.0
45.1

1433.7
44 8

949.0
42.4

497.2
43.7

S7a3
45.6

1665
47.6

54.9
47.7

1103 
5U

5,925.8
44.7

Total penom reporting exerdaefb)-
(’000) 
Per cent(a)

2,942.4
64.9

2440.0
65.4

1,448.8
64.7

7I7J
63.1

857.9
68.6

230.4
65.9

80.1 
696

154.4
71.7

8,671.4
65.4

W Per e« rf penam agpd 15 yean and ov«r (b) perm may haw icpwied mom than am type oT cxarciM and. thanfora, evnpomaua 4o not add lo toute

Birthplace
The proportion of persons who reported exercising differed by birthplace, with persons bom in Northern America 
more likely to have exercised than persons bom elsewhere (79.9% compared with, for example, 44.1% of persons 
bom in Southern Europe). This was particularly the case for vigorous exercise, reported by 25.2 per cent of 
respondents bom in Northern America compared with 6.4 per cent of respondents bom in Southern Europe. While the 
different age structures of the overseas bom population contributed to the different overall exercise patterns observed, 
the proportion of people from Southern Europe, the Middle East and Southeast Asia who exercised was relatively low 
for most age groups, as shown in the following table.
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TABLE 4. PERSON.S WHO EXEKt I,SED(a) BY .SELEtTED BIRTHPLACE AND AGE 

AUSTRALIA, l«IN.9O
(P«r cmltb))

Ag* g'otip (ytart)

Biirthptact li-24 2Ì34 304 a and ovar Total

Australia 
New Zealand 
UK aruJ Ireland 
Southern liurope 
Middle East 
Southeast Asia 
Northern America

n.5 
15.0 
71.2 
73.6 
606 
72.0 
78.7

70.2 
71.9
72.5
49.7
41.5 
45.3
H4

63.1 
644
67.2 
396
484
540 
76.3

59.2
72.5
64.5 
44 a
587
53.5
81.2

67.2 
700 
682 
44 I 
500 
562 
799

•"> in» <4 M«™e ■ Ila law «wXa pnia w Mavav (h) Pa laM of paxza tit Mia Md

Education
Persons with post-school qualiFications were more likely to have exercised in the two weeks prior to interview than 
those without (69.3% compared with 60.5%). Persons with a bachelor degree or higher reported the most excteisc of 
all. with 78.6 per cent reporting some form of exercise and 28.8 per cent reporting vigorous exercise

Health status
Persons aged 18 years and over who assessed their overall health status as ‘cxicllcnt’ or 'gixxl' were mote likely to. • - ---------------------------- .asawiM... awwa M vAvvin.«*» giKiU were mUTC fIKCn _

micrvicw than those who as.scs.scd their health status as ‘fair’ or 'poor' 
(67.0% compared with 53.4%). This was particularly the case with vigorous exercise, reported by 19.1 per cem and 
5.7 per cent respectively.

Persons who reported an injury as a recent or tong-term condiuon were more likely to exercise than those renortins 
most ntner maim illiu*c< mnditirmc P/v «»«'■mnia. ti _____________ ____  most o(^ majtx illness condiuoas. For example. 71.4 per cent of persons reporting injuries had engaged in some 
form of exercise compared with 54.8 per cent of persons who reported heart di.sease ais a recent or long-term 
conditiOT. Furthermore, of those persons reporting illness conditions, those with injuries were the most likely to have 
Cflffaffcd tn viorUTMic nr mnHi»rain «avMwaM /'9't OOL «..zt A t nor .. a.;«.____ . . . .engaged in vigorous or moderate exercise (27.8% and 41.0% respectively), while persons who reported high 
cholesterol as a condition were the most likely to have engaged in walking exercise (53.3%). The dilTcrent age 
soucturu of the populations with different illness conditions may accounu in part, for the different exercise pauems 
observed, as shown in the following table.

TABLE 5. PER.SOVS WHO EXERCLSEDt» BY SELECTED ILLMXS CUNUITIONS 

AND AGE, AUSTRALIA, l»S»-90
(Per c««t(b)>

Agt grottp fyaart}

lUnoM condtiiott ¡5d4 43 64 65 and ovar Totai

Dubeie« mcUitut 
High cholesterol 
Hypenennon 
Heait diseaie 
Cerebrovascular disease (me stroke 
after effects)

Arthritu
Disorders of the mtervertebnl iksc 
Unspeafsed back trouble 
Injuries

661 
66.5 
66.9 
66.5

SB.3
67.5
58.9
60.4

55.8
644
56.8
50.6

5S.3 
666 
58 9
S4.I

67.7 
65.1 
66J 
68.3
76.9

M4 
61.0 
59.1 
63.9 
63.3

43.8
53.2
66.6
59.5
53.7

47.3
58.5
63.5
66.1
71.4

R«pon«d any type< .. - — «sarcus is dw two *Mks poor to murnaw (b) Per cant of MnavaÌMne ate m4 
vsh MR* lUnau ocei^iMin.

Body mass iodex (BMI)
Based on reported height and weight, respondents aged 15 years and over were grouped by body mass index scores 
into categmes of underweight, acceptable weight, overweight or obese: sec paragraph 6 of the Explanatory Noles 
Pra;^ who were classified as overweight or obese were less likely to exercise than those who were of acceptable 
weight This was particularly the case in respect of vigorous exercise, with 9.0 per cent of persons classified 

as obese
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reporting vigorous exercise in the two weeks prior to interview compared with 20.8 per cent of persons of ac^ptablc 
weight. The following chart shows the proptirtion of males and females who exercised, according to their BMl type.

CHART I. TYPE OF EXKRCl.SE VNOERTAKENO) BY BODY MASS INDEX BY SEX 

AUSTRALIA, 1989-9O
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Smoking
Current smokers were less likely to have exercised than ex-smokers or persons who had never smoked (59.6% 
compared with 67.0% and 65.6% rcspecuvcly). Table 6 below shows the proportion of persons who exercised 
according to their age and whether they were smokers, ex-smokers or had never smoked.

TABLE 6. PERSONS AOED 18 YEARS AM) OVER WHO EXERCTSEIXa) BY SMOKER STATE'S AND AGE 

AVSTRALIA, I9OT.9O 
(Per ccaUbO

A^t group (y^ort)

Sfnoiar siaitu 1924 25-34 35^ 45^ 65 74 75 ofui ovor Total

CtMTcni nnokcr 
Ex-imoker 
Never tmaked

70.3
794
76.8

61 t 
73.6 
71.0

55.9 
67J 
643

52.7 
63.0 
6ID

56.h 
673
62.Q

49.1
53.4
46.3

59.6
67.0
65.6

(f) Repixud any typa af eacmsc « ihe two week« poor to imecviow 0») IW omt oi panou et tame age and «ixier «atua

[

EXKRCl.SE
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II. EXERCISE LEVEL

The rum of denving an 'exercise level’ for each respondent who reported some exercise was to produce a single 
descriptor of relative overall exercise level taking into account the lypefs), frequency and duration of reported 
exercise, and lo indicate the quality of the activities undertaken in terms of maintaining heart, lung and muscle 
fltiKss. Respondents were classiricd into low, medium or high exercise levels according to a formula which takes 
these factors into account An outline of the method used can be found in the Explanatory Notes.

Krtqucncy and duration ot exercise

Persons who reported walking exercise tended lo exercise more often and for a longer amount of time than persons 
wto engaged in vigorous or moderate exercise. For example, 47.7 per cent of persons who reported walking exercise 
did so more than six times in the Iwo wcck.s prior to interview compared with 21.6 per cent of persons who reported 
vigorous exercise. Similarly, 46.0 per cent of persons who reported walking exercise did so for a uxal of five hours 
or more during that period compared with 37.4 per cent of persons who exercised vigorously. The following table 
shows the number of limes persons exercised and the amount of time spent exercising.

TABLE 7. PERSONS WHO EXERCLSED: NUMBER OF TIMKS KXERCLSEIX«) ANU TOTAL 
AMOUNT OF TIME EXERCLSEU(s> FOR F>CH TYPE OF KXER( ISE

AUSTRALIA, 1989-90 
(Per cml)

TyfM ef tufcatib)

Viforouf Modtraie

N'tmiber tÂ Urne« 
One or two 
Tltfee to BÙ 
More than tu

4X0 
364 
21.6

357
363
279

21 3 
309

Total amount of Uaue 
Leti than one hour 
One hour lo lest than two hour« 
Two hour« Io let« than five hour« 
Five hour« or more

10.2 
162
362 
37.4

92 
149 
38 1 
378

14.0 
3X2 
460

Watkütg

(a) In (ha (wo *«*« pnev (o MKervw* (h) fe«Ma ha*« haan aapomaly cmniad « awch (m of ctavnaa (he* 
lapovtad

In general, higher levels of exercise in total were associated with more vigorous exercise and. in particular a (treater 
lik^lihrwvi rtf HiffAnoni nt *«_ r-ti____:__ -_L._ L_I'l I'k. J _a-rr r __ ua*M, »•» UV Uidl, a KiV4*ILIItkelihood of different types of exercise in combination. The following table shows the rclalion.ship between type of 
exercise aruj exercise level for persons who exercised.

TABLE I. PERSONS WHO EXERCLSED: TYPE OE KXERCtSE BY EXERCLSE LEVEL AUSTRALIA, l«W 90

Extreut Uv^(a)

High Total

Typt of »xorctao {'ooay Ptr etri rooQ} {'<300} {'<300}

Viforou« exerciae only 
Moderwie exerciae only 
Walkmg exerciae only 
Viforoua and moderate only 
Moderate and wa&mg only 
Vigorout and walkmg only 
Vigorout, rrioderale and walking

178.6
874.7

2384.3
99.2

539.4
92.1
65.9

4.2
20.7
56.3

2.3
12,7
12
1.6

197.4 
321.4 
640.9
223.4 
5264 
137.6
201.3

8.8
14.3
28.5

9.9
23.4

6.1
9.0

238.7 
260.9 
287.0
351.2 
456.9 
185.6
408.4

109 
n.y 
13.1 
16.0 
20.9

8.5 
18.7

614.8 
1.457.0 
331X2

673.8 
132X6

415.3 
675.7

7.1 
168 
38.2
7.8 

17.6
4.8 
7.8

ToUi 4434.2 100.0 244aj 100.0 2,108.7 100.0 »71.4 100.0

Por ctfA Ptr ct!^

(a) S«e pangrsph S of the ExpUnatory Notaa.
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Age and sex

f engaged in high level» of exercise (21.3% compared with 11.8%) with
fcmalcs m^ “ engage in low levels of exercise (36.3% compared with 27.4%). Exercise level also varied 
according to age. Persons aged 15 to 24 years were more likely to engage in high levels of exercise (26 7%) than 
other age groups, with persons aged 75 years and over least likely (8.4%). Persia a^ed 15 m i 

mo.st likely to engage in medium levels of exercise (20.0%). The chan below shows ' '' 
fcmale.s in selected age groups.

were also the
exercise level for males and

CHART 3. KXKHCISE LEVEL BY AGE BY SEX, AUSTRALIA 1989-90

MaJ«
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EXPLANATORY NOTES

The 1989-90 National Health Survey was conducted during the twelve monlKs October 1989 lo September 1990 
and covered approximately 22,200 private and special dwellings (eg. hotels, motels, boarding houses) selected 
throughout Australia. Hospitals and nursing homes were excluded frixn the sample. Where possible, each adult 
member of selected hou.scholds was interviewed by a trained ABS interviewer; an adult member of each household, 
usually a parent or guardian, was asked lo provide infixmaliun about children in the houscliold.

2. The Naliunal Health Survey was condutlcd over a full year, with an approximately equal number of households 
selected for interview in each fortnight. As the estimates arc based on information obtained from the (Kcupanls of a 
sample dwellings, they may differ from figures that would have been obtained if all dwellings had been included.

3. Information collected in the survey itKiuded medical conditions experienced, actions people had taken in relation
Io their health such as doctor consultations, use of medications and episodes in hospital, and aspects of lifestyle and 
other factors which may influence health such as smoking, alcohol consumption, exercise and height and weight. A 
range of demographic and socio-economic information was also collected. Women aged 18 Io 64 years were invited 
Io complete a small additional questionnaire on specific womens' health issues.

4. Respondents aged 15 years and over were asked if, in the two weeks prior to interview, they had walked or 
undertaken moderate and/or vigorous exercise for recreation, sport or hcalth/rnncss reasons. While walking was not
specifically excluded frixn the other categories, thniugh the ordering of the questHNis it was unlikely that walking 
reported as either moderate or vigorous excrci.se. Apart from walking, no information was collected in the survey 
about the type(s) of activities undertaken as exercise.

was

5. Exercise level was based on a score, derived from;
No of lune« 
•cüvity unóertakian X

Average unte 
per MUMxt X Interuily

where Intensity is a measure of the energy expenditure required to carry out each type of exercise, expressed as a 
multiple of the resting metabolic rate. A score was derived fur each of the three categories of exercise and then 
summed Io provide a total for the respondent for the Iwo week period. Respondents were then grouped into one of 
the three levels (low, medium, high) in a manner consistent with that used in published ouqiut from a scries of six 
surveys on the physical activity patterns of Ausiralian.s commissioned by the then Department of Spun, Recreation 
and Tourism in 1984. The methodology used is explained in greater detail in the puMicalion 1989-90 National Health 
Survey: Users’ Guide (Cal No 4363.0).

6. Body mass index (BMI) scores were derived from sclfreponcd height and weight using the formula of weight 
(kg) divided by the square of height (m2). Persorts were classified lo BMI groups, defined according lo
recommendations of ihc National Health and Medical Research Council, as applied in the analysis of data from the 
National Heart Foundation's Risk Factor Prevalence Study 1989.

7. Details of the survey, its scope and coverage, methods and notes concerning the interpretation of results
(including comparability with previous ABS health surveys) arc contained in the publication 1989-90 National Health 
Survey: Users' Guide (Cat No 4363.0). Information about the range of publications to be released from this survey, 
and the availability of unpublished results is contained in the information brochure 1989-90 National Health Survey: 
Products and Services which is available free of charge from any office of the ABS.
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