
Prof. Jim McKenna
Leeds Beckett University

Better Physical Activity



Foresight- Full obesity systems map with 
thematic clusters
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5 words 
Special responses and universal needs



6 words
When the adults change everything changes



7 words
How well do you promote physical activity?



Build ‘universal bulldozers’ for PA!



5 words 
Special responses and universal needs



Born stupid
Controls its own development

Responds to personal history







Calming
Empathy

Fear reduction
Insight and vision

Intuition
Morality

Response flexibility
Social responsiveness

Self management

‘…Executive function is 
the first to suffer when 
people  are stressed, 

sad, lonely or physically 
unfit.’ 
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Strong evidence

Higher PA reduces accumulating 
adiposity in

3-17 year-olds

Improves bone health in
3-5 year-olds



Body weight/Adiposity

Moderate strength evidence

• More PA, reduced weight status

• Unclear  dose-response (favours inverse volume-adiposity)

• Strongest protective effect: pre-school and youth



6 words
When the adults change everything changes



Human brain 
A high resistance system



Human-centred design 
Build behaviour









The view looking inwards…..

• PA enhances children’s brain function
• It depends





7 words
How well do you promote physical activity?





Psychological safety
Belonging

Physical safety

Fun/challenge and play



Personal growth
Relatedness

Competence

Autonomy

Long ‘short game’; reward



Friction
+

Personal progress







Make the
undesirable

desirable

Surpass
your
limits

Harness
peer

pressure

Find
strength

in numbers

Design rewards.
Demand

accountability

Change
the

environment
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