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Abstract
Canada is unique in that it has established four national strategies in support of sport, physical activity, and/or recreation 
(SPAR). Though some of these strategies identify potential social and environmental correlates of SPAR, and articulate 
societal outcomes such as changes in behaviour and health, there are no explicit links to larger global initiatives such as the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Given that countries are expected to propose a plan for addressing 
the 17 SDGs, and that obvious overlap exists between several of the proposed development goals and SPAR, Canada should 
consider whether common indicators can be identified across these strategies and the SDGs simultaneously to facilitate more 
efficient and effective action. To date, the only SPAR-related indicator proposed in the Canadian plan for SDGs is the health 
benefit(s) associated with engagement in daily physical activity under Goal 3. Taking an evidence-informed approach for 
identifying those SDGs for which there are synergies with existing SPAR strategies, we suggest that other goals addressing 
gender equality, sustainable communities, climate action, life on the land, and peace and justice also share co-benefits with 
SPAR in Canada. Thus, any revisions to the existing SPAR strategies should identify linkages to the SDGs and indicators.

Résumé
Le Canada se démarque en ayant établi quatre stratégies nationales à l’appui du sport, de l’activité physique et des loisirs 
(SAPL). Sans être explicitement liées aux grandes initiatives mondiales comme les objectifs de développement durable (ODD) 
de l’ONU, certaines de ces stratégies identifient de possibles corrélats sociaux et environnementaux du SAPL et en énoncent 
les résultats sociétaux, comme les changements dans les comportements et la santé. Étant donné que les pays sont censés 
proposer un plan pour aborder les 17 ODD et qu’il existe des recoupements évidents entre plusieurs des objectifs de dévelop-
pement proposés et le SAPL, le Canada devrait se demander, pour avoir une action plus efficiente et efficace, s’il y aurait des 
indicateurs communs entre ses stratégies et les ODD. Jusqu’à maintenant, dans le plan canadien pour atteindre les ODD, le 
seul indicateur proposé qui soit lié au SAPL est celui des avantages de l’activité physique quotidienne pour la santé (il est lié 
à l’Objectif 3). À l’aide d’une approche éclairée par les preuves pour repérer les ODD qui sont en synergie avec les stratégies 
de SAPL existantes, nous faisons valoir que certains objectifs – l’égalité entre les sexes, les communautés durables, l’action 
climatique, la vie terrestre et la paix et la justice – ont des avantages en commun avec le SAPL au Canada. Si des modifica-
tions sont apportées aux stratégies de SAPL existantes, il faudrait donc préciser leurs liens avec les ODD et les indicateurs.
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Sustainable development goals

With the objective to enhance the well-being of people and 
the planet by 2030, the United Nations adopted 17 goals 
to foster Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) including 
ending poverty, addressing climate change, and ensuring 
equitable opportunities for health and prosperity (United 
Nations General Assembly, 2017). Each country that has 
committed to the SDGs is expected to develop their own 
plan for addressing the goals and to report on progress on a 
regular basis. To assist countries in planning and tracking 
progress, a global indicator framework consisting of 169 
targets and 231 indicators (i.e., measurable benchmarks) was 
created (Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indica-
tors, 2017). For instance, Canada outlined its initial plan 
in 2019 (Government of Canada, 2019), which included 30 
“federal actions,” 60 indicators, and many targets in relation 
to the goals. The identification of indicators in the Cana-
dian framework was guided by several principles including 
simplicity and relevance to policy, availability of data for 
monitoring purposes, outcomes-focused, and relevance and 
representativeness for the diversity of peoples and regions 
in the country (Government of Canada, 2019). In addition, 
there was a stated intent to achieve breadth and balance in 
the various issues represented. A subsequent report in 2021 
described several initiatives vaguely in line with the indi-
cators, but without mention of progress relative to specific 
targets (Government of Canada, 2021).

Co‑benefits of sport, physical activity, and/
or recreation (SPAR) and the SDGs

As illustrated in Table 1, a case can be made for the poten-
tial overlap and co-benefits of promoting physical activity 
(PA) and addressing the SDGs. For instance, the World 
Health Organization (2018) identified linkages between 
most of the SDGs and successful achievement of targets 
in the Global Action Plan on Physical Activity (GAPPA). 
In a parallel initiative, the Bangkok Declaration on Physi-
cal Activity for Global Health and Sustainable Devel-
opment (International Society for Physical Activity and 
Health, 2017) called for alignment with the SDGs and 
noted that eight of the goals could be achieved through 
population-based actions to facilitate PA. Using a system-
atic approach, Salvo et al. (2021) examined the role of PA 
promotion strategies for achieving the SDGs employing 

three different methods: a conceptual linkage informed 
by the GAPPA (World Health Organization, 2018) and 
consultations with a group of experts; a scoping review 
to determine whether the links arising from the consul-
tation were supported by evidence; and an agent-based 
model constructed to test the potential impacts of large-
scale promotion strategies (e.g., transportation systems 
prioritizing active travel and transit use) on PA and SDG-
related outcomes. Overall, the evidence for strategies that 
address transport policies, urban design infrastructure, and 
community-based programs was the strongest, with Goals 
3 (good health and well-being), 9 (industry, innovation, 
and infrastructure), 11 (sustainable cities and commu-
nities), 13 (climate action), and 16 (peace, justice, and 
strong institutions) having the most support. Based on the 
simulation results, Salvo et al. (2021) also noted that the 
effects of PA promotion strategies on both PA and SDGs 
may vary across different global contexts. For example, 
in car-dependent high-income countries (e.g., Canada, 
United States), SDG-related outcomes (e.g., reduced traf-
fic-related deaths, improved air quality) can be obtained 
through promotion strategies; however, for significant 
improvements in PA and climate change, complementary 
policies may be required (e.g., disincentivizing driving).

Nigg and Nigg (2021) define PA, inclusive of sport, as 
a sustainable behaviour (SuB) with potential for both eco-
logical and socio-economic sustainability. For instance, 
in addition to the health benefits of engaging in PA (Goal 
3), employing active transport can contribute to ecological 
dimensions of SuBs (e.g., decreasing greenhouse gas emis-
sions), which is linked to Goals 11 (sustainable cities and 
communities), 12 (responsible consumption and production), 
and 13 (climate action). Sports participation can promote 
social and cultural dimensions of SuBs such as social inclu-
sion, empowerment, and cultural identity, which are related 
to Goals 4 (quality education), 10 (reduced inequalities), 
11 (sustainable cities and communities), and 16 (peace, jus-
tice, and strong institutions). However, sports participation 
has been recognized as a significant source of greenhouse 
gas emissions mainly due to the motorized transporta-
tion required to attend practices and games and the energy 
demand for operating sporting venues (Bernard et al., 2021, 
Orr et al., 2022). On the other hand, sport organizations and/
or programs can play an important role in mitigating climate 
change impacts through raising awareness of climate change 
or supporting adaptation efforts such as building population 
resilience after natural disasters (Orr et al., 2022).
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Canadian SPAR strategies and the SDGs

Canada has four national strategies that support and advocate 
for sport (Sport Canada, 2012), PA (Public Health Agency of 
Canada, 2018), recreation (Canadian Parks and Recreation 
Association/Interprovincial Sport and Recreation Council, 
2015), and active transportation (Infrastructure Canada, 
2021). Though three of these strategies were released after 
the SDGs were first established in 2015, no explicit con-
nection exists between the documents. Likewise, the Cana-
dian plan for addressing the SDGs (Government of Canada, 
2019) makes no mention of the SPAR strategies. However, 
it does identify one unmeasurable target (“Early years [1–4] 
180 min per day, children and youth [5–17] 60 min per day, 
adults [18–64 years] 21 min per day, seniors [65 +] 21 min 
per day”) and one indicator (“average minutes of physical 
activity per day”) for PA in relation to health (Goal 3). Given 
that two of the actions in the Canadian plan call for “the 
integration of the SDGs into new and existing strategies, 
policies and programs” (Action 2) and for enhanced “collab-
oration between different levels of government, the private 
and non-profit sectors and research communities” (Action 
26; Government of Canada, 2019), we recommend that more 
consideration be given to linking the existing SPAR strate-
gies and the Canadian SDGs plan. Specifically, based on 
the evidence provided by Salvo et al. (2021), we endorse 
the relevance of Goals 3 (good health and well-being), 9 
(industry, innovation, and infrastructure), 11 (sustainable 

cities and communities), 13 (climate action), and 16 (peace, 
justice, and strong institutions) in relation to population-
based promotion of SPAR. In addition, consistent with the 
notion that sport is a contributor to socio-economic sustain-
ability (Nigg & Nigg, 2021), we see much potential for sport 
to address gender equality challenges and recommend inclu-
sion of Goal 5 (International Society for Physical Activity 
and Health, 2017). Finally, Goal 15 (life on the land) appears 
very relevant to the Framework for Recreation (Canadian 
Parks and Recreation Association/Interprovincial Sport and 
Recreation Council, 2015) and for traditional practices (e.g., 
hunting, trapping, foraging) and games of Indigenous peo-
ples. Some potential targets and indicators associated with 
our recommended goals are highlighted in Table 2. Overall, 
aside from the Canadian indicator for PA (Goal 3), there are 
few indicators that directly relate to SPAR. For example, the 
“proportion of the population that feel safe walking alone 
around the area they live” (16.1.4) is one of the indicators 
for the target to reduce all forms of violence (16.1) and is an 
obvious link to PA and community recreation.

Conclusion

The engagement in, and provision of, SPAR has many 
social, health, and economic benefits that overlap with the 
objectives outlined in the SDG framework (United Nations 
General Assembly, 2017). We argue that the proactive 

Table 1  Potential links between the SDGs and SPAR in Canada

SPAR sport, physical activity, and/or recreation; ISPAH International Society of Physical Activity and Health; WHO World Health Organization

ISPAH (2017) WHO (2018) Salvo et al. 
(2021)

Nigg and 
Nigg (2021)

Government of 
Canada (2019)

1. No poverty
2. Zero hunger X X
3. Good health and well-being X X X X X
4. Quality education X X X
5. Gender equality X X
6. Clean water and sanitation
7. Affordable and clean energy
8. Decent work and economic growth X
9. Industry, innovation, and infrastructure X X
10. Reduced inequalities X X X
11. Sustainable cities and communities X X X X
12. Responsible consumption and production X X
13. Climate action X X X X
14. Life below water
15. Life on land X X
16. Peace, justice, and strong institutions X X X X
17. Partnerships for the goals X
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integration of SDG indicators in Canadian SPAR strategies 
could achieve synergies and efficiencies across both sets of 
plans. For instance, SPAR strategies should consider ways to 
reduce the carbon footprint of events and venues while also 
prioritizing those activities that address the SDGs. Further-
more, though the Canadian SDGs plan calls for collabora-
tion between government and other sectors (Government of 
Canada, 2019), we are unaware of any overt effort to do so 
in the context of SPAR. Thus, the only direct mention of 
SPAR in the SDGs plan is for PA in Goal 3, which proposes 
an unmeasurable target. Coordination across these policies 
would hopefully allow for more effective use of public funds. 
Such integration would also align with high public support 
in Canada for policies that have co-benefits for PA and miti-
gating climate change (Fagan et al., 2023). Ultimately, any 
discussion of sustainability and actions to address climate 
change and future public health challenges in Canada should 
consider the relevance of active transportation, sustainable 
tourism, urban infrastructure, and equitable access to pro-
grams and services.

Recommendations

• SPAR-specific measurable targets and indicators should 
be developed for the global indicator framework (Inter-
Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators, 2017).

• SPAR-specific measurable targets and indicators should 
be developed for the Canadian indicator framework 
(Government of Canada, 2019). For instance, the target 
for PA under Goal 3 lacks a stated threshold (e.g., by 
2030, X% of Canadians will be physically active accord-
ing to guidelines).

• SPAR-related strategies should consider how to mitigate 
and adapt to the climate change impact of sports and vice 
versa.

• Any revisions or updates to the Canadian SPAR strategies 
should incorporate explicit links to the SDGs, including 
articulation of measurable targets and indicators. Specifi-
cally, SDGs 3 (good health and well-being), 5 (gender 
equality), 9 (industry, innovation, and infrastructure), 11 
(sustainable cities and communities), 13 (climate action), 
15 (life on the land), and 16 (peace, justice, and strong 
institutions) show the most promise.
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