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Abstract 

Background 
The World Health Organization estimates that 1.9 million deaths worldwide are attributable to physical 
inactivity. Chronic diseases associated with physical inactivity include cancer, diabetes and coronary 
heart disease. 

Objectives 
The purpose of this systematic review is to summarize the evidence of the effectiveness of school-
based interventions in promoting physical activity and fitness in children and adolescents. 

Search strategy 
The search strategy included searching several databases. In addition, reference lists of included 
articles and background papers were reviewed for potentially relevant studies, as well as references 
from relevant Cochrane reviews. Primary authors of included studies were contacted as needed for 
additional information. 

Selection criteria 
To be included, the intervention had to be relevant to public health practice, implemented, facilitated, or 
promoted by staff in local public health units, implemented in a school setting and aimed at increasing 
physical activity, report on outcomes for children and adolescents (aged 6 to 18 years), and use a 
prospective design with a control group. 

Data collection and analysis 
Standardized tools were used by two independent reviewers to rate each study’s methodological quality 
and for data extraction. Where discrepancies existed discussion occurred until consensus was reached. 
The results were summarized narratively due to wide variations in the populations,  interventions 
evaluated and outcomes measured. 

Main results 
13,841 titles were identified and screened and 482 articles were retrieved. Multiple publications on the 
same project were combined and counted as one project, resulting in 395 distinct project accounts 
(studies). Of the 395 studies 104 were deemed relevant and of those, four were assessed as having 
strong methodological quality, 22 were of moderate quality and 78 were considered weak. In total 26 
studies were included in the review. There is good evidence that school-based physical activity 
interventions have a positive impact on four of the nine outcome measures. Specifically positive effects 
were observed for  duration of physical activity, television viewing,  VO2 max, and blood cholesterol. 
Generally school-based  interventions had no  effect on leisure time physical activity rates,  systolic and 
diastolic blood pressure, body mass index, and pulse rate. At a minimum, a combination of printed 
educational materials and changes to the school curriculum that promote physical activity result in 
positive effects. 

 


