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Time is a leading barrier To Canadians’ healTh

C 
anadians are so focused on the here and now 
that they are losing out on the opportunity to 

live a full and healthy life, warns the heart and stroke 
foundation of Canada (hsfC). its new survey1 of 
more than 2,000 adults found that even though 
Canadians know how to protect their heart health, 
the majority can’t or won’t commit the time to do so. 

“eight out of 10 Canadians know that heart disease 
and stroke can be prevented, postponed or treated 
by making healthy lifestyle choices – but they are 
focusing on the barriers rather than the opportunities,” 
says david sculthorpe, Ceo, heart and stroke  
foundation of Canada.  

“three-quarters said they would be more active and 
over half said they would eat healthier meals... if they 
could. and one of the leading barriers that keeps 
them from following through? time,” says sculthorpe.

“eight out of 10 Canadians know  

that heart disease and stroke can be 

prevented... but they are focusing on the 

barriers rather than the opportunities.”

Time barriers To physiCal aCTiviTy

•  almost half of Canadians (46%) cite long work days 
and lack of time as a reason for not getting active 
on a regular basis. 

•  between work, family and other obligations, 44% 
say they have no time for regular physical activity.

•  and, almost a third of respondents (31%) say the 
time they would like to spend being physically 
active, they instead spend commuting.  

1 online survey of 2,160 Canadians 18 years and older conducted by environics research Group in october 2011.
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* heart and stroke foundation of Canada survey

** Percentage viewing television 15 or more hrs/week, by province/territory and health region, household population aged 20 years or older, Canada, 
2007 http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/82-003-x/2008002/article/10600/t/5202431-eng.htm;  
*** Percentage using computers for 11 or more hrs/week, by province/territory and health region, household population aged 20 years or older, Canada, 
2007  http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/82-003-x/2008002/article/10600/t/5202432-eng.htm 

regional Comparisons: Canadians refleCT on Their aCTiviTy levels*

Canada
Atlantic  

Provinces Quebec Ontario
Prairie  

Provinces
British 

Columbia

i am physically active all or most of the time (may include work, 
leisure and/or commuting) 43% 42% 42% 45% 40% 45%

i am physically inactive 24% 26% 30% 22% 23% 18%

barriers prevent me from being as active as i would like 76% 78% 66% 81% 78% 75%

time i would like to spend being physically active is spent commuting 31% 33% 33% 34% 24% 26%

i lack time due to work, family and other obligations 44% 48% 39% 49% 43% 37%

i lack motivation to be physically active or to live a healthier lifestyle 52% 49% 53% 53% 52% 49%

i watch television 15 or more hrs/week (aged 20+) ** 29% 31% 31% 29% 29% 27%

i use a computer 11 or more hrs/week (aged 20+) *** 15% 13% 12% 16% 13% 18%

“the sad irony is that the ‘time barrier’ is getting  
in the way of the steps that can help Canadians  
avoid heart disease and stroke, add years to their life 
and, ultimately, life to their years,” says dr. beth 
abramson, cardiologist and spokesperson with the 
heart and stroke foundation of Canada. “these 
results are not encouraging.”

the new hsfC poll uncovered some significant 
regional variations in how Canadians approach the 
challenges of healthy, active living.   

Quebec, which according to statistics Canada is the 
province with the lowest proportion of people who 
are physically active (49%) in their leisure time, had 
the lowest proportion of adults saying there were 
barriers to being active (66%, compared to the 
national average of 76%).  

ontarians, on the other hand, were the most likely to 
blame barriers for their inactivity (81%). 

is it because ontarians are work-obsessed and caught 
in long commutes? if so, they are not alone. the 
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Time barriers To healThy eaTing

•  forty-one per cent of respondents say healthy 
meals take too long to prepare. 

•  more than half (51%) say too many fast-food 
outlets in their community lack healthy choices.

•  seven in 10 say restaurants don’t have enough  
fruit and vegetable options.

in the hsfC poll, 51% of Canadian adults said they 
eat five or more servings of fruit and vegetables a  

percentage of Canadians blaming their inactivity on 
long work days was similar in ontario, atlantic Canada 
and the Prairie Provinces; as well, commute times were 
cited as a problem by similar numbers of respondents 
in ontario, Quebec and the atlantic Provinces. 

Part of the problem may lie in lack of access to  
recreational facilities and programs. Previous research 
by the Canadian fitness and Lifestyle research institute 
suggests that only about a third of those in the atlantic 
and Prairie Provinces have many physical activity facilities 
and programs in their communities. the numbers are 
somewhat higher in Quebec, ontario and bC.

however, the presence of facilities and programs is 
only the first step; people have to have the ability 
and motivation to take advantage of them. and 
motivation appears to be an important issue: across 
all provinces, roughly half of survey respondents 
admitted they lacked the motivation to be active. 

even in british Columbia – the province that,  
according to statistics Canada, has the highest rate 
of physical activity during leisure time in the country 
(59%) – one adult in two (49%) admitted they lack the 
motivation to be active.  

day all or most of the time, a rate that is higher  
than the 44% reported in the 2009/2010 Canadian  
Community health survey. 

overall, six out of 10 Canadians agreed that there 
were barriers preventing them from eating a healthy 
diet, with the most common (cited by 70%) being  
that food service outlets have inadequate fruit and 
vegetable options. 
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the survey, conducted for the heart and stroke 
foundation by environics research Group in october 
2011, found that 82% of Canadians know they can 
prevent heart disease and stroke. but this knowledge 
isn’t being translated into action when it comes to 
the most important modifiable risk factors that can 
reduce their risk of these diseases. 

regional Comparisons: Canadians refleCT on Their healThy eaTing habiTs*

Canada
Atlantic  

Provinces Quebec Ontario
Prairie  

Provinces
British 

Columbia

i eat 5+ servings fruit/veg per day all or most of time 51% 40% 56% 49% 47% 57%

i rarely or never eat 5+ servings fruit/veg per day 18% 23% 13% 22% 15% 12%

there are barriers that prevent me from eating healthy 57% 67% 42% 63% 62% 54%

healthy meals take too long to prepare 41% 41% 37% 46% 40% 36%

i can’t afford to eat 5+ servings fruit/veg per day 47% 64% 39% 50% 47% 43%

too many fast food outlets in my community lack healthy options 51% 59% 38% 57% 56% 51%

food service outlets don’t have enough fruit and vegetable options 70% 72% 64% 74% 71% 70%

Canadians know they can prevent heart 

disease and stroke. but this knowledge 

isn’t being translated into action.

however, there was significant variance across the 
country.  Quebecers were not only less likely to see  
barriers (42%, compared to the national average of 
57%), but only about 38% blamed their unhealthy 
eating on time, cost or fast-food outlets. in contrast, 
the cost of fruit and vegetables is seen as barriers 
by more than 60% of adults in atlantic Canada and 
about 50% in ontario and the Prairie Provinces. 

and this may be only the tip of the iceberg.  
according to a shopping survey conducted by the 
heart and stroke foundation in 2009, the cost of fruit 
and vegetables is even higher in rural and remote 
communities, such as in northern Canada.

the lack of healthy options in fast-food outlets was 
cited by approximately 60% of those in atlantic 
Canada, ontario and the Prairie Provinces and 50% 
of those in bC. forty per cent of people in atlantic 
Canada, ontario and the Prairie Provinces had the 
idea that healthy meals take too long to prepare. 

* heart and stroke foundation of Canada survey
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“the challenge of finding time is a reality for most Canadians,” says dr. abramson. 

“but tackling the time dilemma is absolutely critical. the disturbing statistics tell 

the tale: one in three Canadian deaths is from heart disease and stroke, and it 

is the #1 killer of women. we must make the effort to find time now to do the 

things that will deliver the greatest health benefits.”

the heart and stroke foundation’s new campaign, “make death wait,” challenges 

Canadians to take charge of their heart health, and encourages them to make  

1 million healthy actions by the end of february 2012. 

benefiTs of finding The Time

To find out more about the Foundation’s Make Death Wait campaign, 

visit www.heartandstroke.ca/makedeathwait
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“I’m one of the lucky ones,” 
says real estate agent arul  
myles mylvaganam. “my  
diagnosis of heart disease was 
the wake-up call i needed to 
make time for my health.”  

“i know how difficult it is to find 
time to be active, but i’m finding simple  
solutions that are making a difference. i believe 
that prevention is the best medicine.”

arul now takes time to walk every day, aiming 
for at least 30 minutes. “i want to make sure i 
am around for my children, nieces and nephews, 
and to be a positive role model for them,” he says. 

“unfortunately, a health scare like arul’s is all  
too often the motivating factor that necessitates 
making health changes that would have  
prevented heart disease in the first place,” says 
dr. abramson.  

the heart and stroke foundation emphasizes 
the importance of being healthy role models  
for youngsters. more Canadian children are 
overweight and for the first time the country’s 
younger generations are expected to live shorter 
lives than their parents because of obesity.

Arul Mylvaganam:  
Making Death Wait

some simple steps can make the difference when  
it comes to attaining longer, fuller lives – and the 
benefits are huge. here’s a snapshot:

•  Getting 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous 
activity per week reduces the risk of heart disease, 
stroke, high blood pressure and diabetes by 30%. 
Canadians can achieve this in bouts of 10 minutes 
or more. being inactive can shave almost four 
years off a person’s expected lifespan.2

•  eating 5+ servings of fruit and vegetables a  
day can reduce the risk of heart disease and  
stroke by about 20%. Low vegetable and fruit 
consumption can shave 1.3 years off a person’s 
expected lifespan.3

•  Controlling high blood pressure can cut the  
risk of stroke by 40% and of heart attack by  
up to 25%. high blood pressure can shave two  
and a half years off a person’s expected lifespan.4 

the survey found that 82% of Canadians know they 
can prevent heart disease and stroke. but this  
knowledge isn’t being translated into action when it 
comes to the most important modifiable risk factors 
that can reduce their risk of these diseases. 

“if we don’t make the effort to find time now to  
do the things that will give us the greatest health 
benefits, we’re going to run out of time altogether,” 
says dr. abramson. “i’ve seen the difference it  
makes in someone’s health when they invest the  
time to incorporate physical activity and healthy  
eating into their lives.” 

2 data from the framingham heart study was used to calculate the effects of three levels of physical activity (low, moderate and high) on life expectancy 
for people aged 50 and older. for men, the difference in life expectancy between the low and high activity group was 3.7 years and for women was  
3.5 years. the average of the two is 3.6 years. source: franco oh et al. effects of physical activity on life expectancy with cardiovascular disease. arch 
intern med 2005;165:2355-2360.

3 study conducted in denmark using life table statistics and results from a 20% sample of the danish population followed between 1993 and 1997.  
Life expectancy was 77.0 years for those who ate the most fruit and vegetables (500 g/day) compared to 75.7 years for those who ate the least  
(250 g/day). the difference is 1.3 years. source: Gundgaard J et al. increased intake of fruit and vegetables: estimation of impact in terms of life 
expectancy and healthcare costs. Public health nutrition 6:25-30.

4 based on 19-year follow-up study in finland. the report states: “the difference in life expectancy between normotensive and severely hypertensive 
men was 2.7 years, of which 2.0 years was due to cardiovascular disease (Cvd). among women the corresponding differences were 2.0 and 1.5 years. 
average of 2.7 and 2.0 is 2.35 (2.4). source: kiishkinen u et al. Long-term cost and life-expectancy consequences of hypertension. J hypertens 1998;16:1103-12.

simple sTeps To a longer, fuller life



8    heart and stroke foundation rePort november 2011

barrier #1: laCk of Time
almost half (46%) of survey respondents say they don’t have enough time to 
squeeze exercise into a busy day, and that healthy meals take too long to 
prepare, with 40% of employed people blaming commute times. 

verdict: perceived barrier

time is consistently cited as a barrier to healthy 
eating, especially the time it takes to plan, shop 
for and prepare healthy meals. it’s true that 
Canadians are facing a number of time crunches. 
for example, results from the 2010 Canadian 
General social survey show that a third (36%) of 
employed Canadians have a one-way commute 
time of 30 or more minutes a day.

average commute times may be highest in 
Canada’s six largest cities (30 minutes one way) 
but are lower in the suburbs (23 minutes) and 
towns (19 minutes). however, statistics Canada 
also reports that almost a third (29%) of  
Canadians 20 years or older spend two or more 
hours a day (15 or more hours a week) watching 
television, with almost 16% reporting 20 or 
more hours per week. in addition, 15% of 
Canadians age 20 and over report spending at 
least 1.5 hours a day of their leisure time on 
their computers. 

What hsfC says: even small investments in 
active time can have a huge impact. “some of the 
time spent in sedentary leisure activities could 
easily be devoted to more active and healthy 
pursuits,” said dr. abramson. “those who say they 
have no time should take comfort in the knowledge 
that even stints of 10 minutes are beneficial.” 

when it comes to food preparation, there are 
many ways to save time; these start with planning 
meals for a week, picking recipes, making a grocery 
list and sticking to it, and being strategic in meal 
preparation. health Check™ – www.healthcheck.org 
– is one way the foundation helps Canadians 
make healthy choices by identifying them in 
grocery stores and restaurants. 

“those who say they have no  

time to be active should take  

comfort in the knowledge that even 

stints of 10 minutes are beneficial.”

barriers To healThier living: 
are They real or perCeived?
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barrier #2: laCk of faCiliTies
Lack of facilities is a barrier to being active, according to one quarter of 
survey respondents.   

verdict: perceived barrier

barriers To healThier living: 
are They real or perCeived?

Canadians don’t need to go to a ‘facility’ to be 
active. Previous research by the Canadian fitness 
and Lifestyle research institute found that 66% of 
Canadians reported there are safe places to walk in 
their community and almost half (45%) say there 
are many designated physical activity and sport 
facilities. this doesn’t mean that there isn’t room 
for improvement. in the hsfC poll, half (48%) of 
respondents thought their community could be 
made more activity-friendly.  

What hsfC says: active, healthy community 
design strategies – such as good public transit, 
well-maintained parks, and safe, efficient walking 

and cycling networks – make it easier to get the 
physical activity Canadians need to promote heart 
health, prevent stroke and maintain a healthy 
lifestyle. for Canadians who would like to see safer 
walking trails, bike paths, and more health- 
promoting environments in their neighborhoods – 
the heart and stroke foundation’s Shaping 
Healthy, Active Communities toolkit helps you 
champion healthy changes within your community. 

Canadians don’t need to go to a  

‘facility’ to be active!
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barrier #3: CosT
a quarter of respondents said there are not enough stores selling fresh produce 
in their neighbourhood, one half (51%) report there are too many fast food 
outlets that lack healthy options, and more than two thirds (71%) agree that 
food service outlets don’t have enough fruit and vegetable options.

verdict: real barrier

barriers To healThier living: 
are They real or perCeived?

access to healthy foods varies significantly  
across the country, and income and geography 
can make critical differences. unfortunately, 
unhealthy options are often the cheap and 
accessible choice for many Canadians. 

in the survey, almost half (47%) of respondents 
said the cost of fresh fruit and vegetables is a 
barrier to healthy eating, with the proportion 
being highest in atlantic Canada (64%) and 
lowest in Quebec (39%). not surprisingly, those 
with lower household incomes or in lower-income 
neighbourhoods were more likely to see cost as a 
barrier to healthy eating.

What hsfC says: to increase access to  
healthy foods, all sectors (government, industry, 
non-governmental organizations) need to  
implement a number of measures to make it 

easier for Canadians to make healthy choices, 
including: 

•  initiatives that will assist low income Canadians 
to access healthy food choices

•  agricultural policies and subsidies that can 
make fruit and vegetables more affordable  
and accessible

•  more access to stores with healthy food  
options in low income neighborhoods.

unfortunately, unhealthy options 

are often the cheap and accessible 

choice for many Canadians.
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barrier #4: laCk of moTivaTion
half of Canadians say they lack the ability to get motivated, and – even 
more importantly – to sustain the motivation to make healthier choices.

verdict: real barrier

 

barriers To healThier living: 
are They real or perCeived?

four out of 10 say that in the past they’ve tried to 
start exercising or become more active but 
weren’t able to maintain it. in addition, a third of 
survey respondents say they’ve tried to improve 
their diets in the past but couldn’t maintain it. 
Challenges included the fact that almost half 
(44%) use food to address emotional issues such 
as stress or depression, 41% think preparing 
healthy meals takes too long and 35% are con-
vinced healthy foods aren’t as tasty.   

What hsfC says: once again, small steps can 
lead to big results. You don’t need to run a 
marathon – but you have to get off the couch. 
being active with a partner, using a pedometer or 
tracking activity can help motivate and keep you active. develop a list of quick and easy recipes 

and always keep the ingredients on hand. 

the heart and stroke foundation provides tips and 
tools: download the Heart&Stroke Health Check 
recipe helper app™, visit www.healthcheck.org  
for quick healthy tips, tools and recipes, and 
heartandstroke.ca  for tips on how to be  
physically active throughout your day.   

once again, small steps can lead 

to big results. You don’t need to 

run a marathon – but you have to 

get off the couch.



the foundation has set an ambitious goal to reduce 
death from heart disease and stroke by 25% by 2020. 
“that’s a big goal, and we’re only going to get there 
by championing a movement to get Canadians to act 
and be their own health advocates,” says david 
sculthorpe, Ceo of hsfC. “as we approach our 60th 
anniversary, we are taking stock. for six decades we 
have supported Canadians in living longer, healthier 
lives. but, with one in three Canadian deaths due to 
heart disease and stroke, our work is clearly not 
done. and we’re committed to reducing the toll of 
these diseases on Canadians’ lives.”

the foundation is challenging Canadians to take 
charge of their heart health, encouraging 1 million 
healthy actions by the end of february 2012. these 
range from simple lifestyle changes like going for a walk 
to quitting smoking. “our national multimedia make 
death wait campaign is about giving Canadians longer, 
fuller lives,” says sculthorpe. “we want Canadians to 
take their heart health seriously.” Canadians can join the 
movement to make death wait by logging their healthy 
actions at www.heartandstroke.ca/makedeathwait.

since 1952, the foundation has invested more than 
$1.3 billion in research into heart disease and stroke, 
worked with government to support health policies 
that reduce the burden of heart disease and stroke, 
and created educational tools and programs to  
help inform Canadians of their risk, and how they  
can take action.  

“sadly, far too many Canadians still don’t know  
the alarming statistics, or aren’t acting on them,”  
says sculthorpe.  

the hsfC survey found that only 56% of Canadians 
are personally concerned about heart disease and 
stroke and slightly more than half know it is the #1 
killer of women in Canada.  

“we all need to carve out time to take the simple 
steps that can prevent the devastating effects of 
heart disease and stroke,” added sculthorpe. “we 
know our goal can only be achieved through  
solutions found in partnership with the foundation, 
governments and Canadians.”

a healThy fuTure

The Heart and Stroke Foundation, a volunteer-based health charity, leads in eliminating  
heart disease and stroke and reducing their impact through the advancement of research  
and its application, the promotion of healthy living and advocacy.   

www.heartandstroke.ca | 1.888.473.4636


