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Abstract

Purpose: This systematic review addresses the challenges of lack of access to facilities for
exercise among employees working in the formal sector in Kenya. It identifies the causes of
the problem and summarizes the best available evidence of the most promising options to
address the problem.

Methodology: A systematic approach was used in conducting literature review. The

selection criteria for the papers were based on relevance of the paper and applicability to the

context of study. At the initial stages, the investigations were limited to Pubmed and Hinari

academic data bases for academic journals on the subject. When the databases did not

yield adequate results, other search engines were used. Google and google scholar provided

relevant articles. In order to get the best results which are relevant to the policy brief subject,

terminologies and key words were used in the search. The following search terms were run

in the two databases: ‘“Workplace Obesity’, ‘Obesity and exercise at the workplace’,

‘Physical Activity in the Workplace’, Workplace and obesity’ and ‘workplace gyms’. A

database was created in which the source of the literature identified and reference details of
the search were stored. My search yielded 122 records of which 85 records remained after

duplicates were removed. 60 records were screened and at the end 25 records were included

in the final analysis.

Findings: Obesity can have a huge impact in workplaces because it affects employees’
productivity. Ultimately, it affects the organizations’ bottom-line. This policy brief
acknowledges that both the employee and the employer have a role to play in promoting
utilization and access to facilities for exercise at the workplace.

Unique contribution to theory, practice and policy: Employees need to have sufficient
knowledge about the benefits of engaging in physical. The employer needs to put policies
and systems in place to promote access to facilities for exercise at the workplace. Such
systems should include appointing Wellness coordinators and sensitizing the Human
Resources personnel of their organizations about the advantages of having healthy
employees.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Global overview of obesity

For the first time in global history and in the course of one generation, families can move
from malnutrition based on under-nutrition to malnutrition based on over-nutrition
(Neuroanth, 2011). Over-nutrition has led to obesity, which is a result of an energy imbalance
brought about by either excessive food intake or physical inactivity (Hill et al., 2013). The
World Health Organization (WHO) defines obesity as abnormal or excessive accumulation
of fat that may harm health. The body mass index (BMI) is a simple index of weight for
height that is used to classify individuals as either being in the right weight, overweight or
obese (WHO, 2015). Obesity is problem in the developing world because that is where the
impact of changing diets is most marked, where the rates of over-consumption and the
greatest continuing toll of under-consumption is witnessed (ODI, 2014). Globally the
percentage of adults who were overweight or obese grew from 23% in 1980 to 34% in 2008,
with a higher increase seen in the developing world. Here, people affected by obesity more
than tripled from around 250 million people in 1980 to 904 million in 2008 (ODI, 2014).
According to WHO (2014), at least 2.8 million people die each year in the world as a result
of being overweight or obese. As a consequence of obesity, Non Communicable Diseases
(NCDs) have become a major issue of concern in the world today. Obesity has been
associated with the rising global incidence of non-communicable diseases including some
cancers, diabetes, heart disease and strokes (ODI, 2014).

1.2 The situation of obesity in Kenya

The Kenya Demographic and Health Survey (KDHS) of 2009 showed that overweight and
obesity is twice as high in urban areas as in rural areas (40% compared to 20%) and increases
with age, education, and wealth. Several factors can be used to explain the reason why
obesity is lower in rural settings than in urban settings. Most people in rural areas are still
consuming fresh traditional foods. In addition, life in rural areas requires that people are
active and there are high chances of walking than in urban areas (Ojiambo, 2015). According
to a study entitled ‘Overweight and obesity in urban Africa: A problem of the rich or the
poor?’ carried out by Ziraba et al. (2009) women who were engaged in income generating
activities were more likely to be overweight or obese. This pattern might be related to
changing nutritional and lifestyle trends, with urban populations consuming more refined
and energy-dense foods and having fewer opportunities for physical activities. Gender
dimensions have also been highlighted on obesity. The KDHS (2009) concluded that, women
in Nairobi are most likely to be overweight or obese (41%). The national prevalence of
obesity of women aged 15-49 years old in Kenya is 23% (KDHS, 2009). According
Hochschild (2012) our homes have been invaded by the pressures of work and workplaces
have become our second homes. This has led to women spending more and more time in
formal work environments and less time at home, doing housework.

1.3 The problem of obesity in formal sector organizations

Like the way young people take school, the workplace is very much associated with the adult
world, filled with elements that promote health as well as elements that reduce it (Harvard,
2014). Businesses are always determined to push productivity and reduce costs which might
affect their profits. The Business Dictionary (2015) defines, formal sector employees as those
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employees working in the formal sector which encompasses all jobs with normal hours and
regular wages, and are recognized as income sources on which income taxes must be paid.
Indeed, many formal sector companies both small and large are realizing that obesity
prevention and workplace health promotion programs can have an excellent return on
investment (Harvard, 2014). Certainly, the impact of obesity at the workplace cannot be
overstated. Obesity, with its links to many NCDs, is a huge drain on individual as well as
corporate health (Harvard, 2014). It can affect productivity, worsen mobility and morale, and
increase healthcare claims, sick days, and occupational injuries (Harvard, 2014). A study
conducted in the US and published in the American Journal of Health Promotion finds that,
“on average, a morbidly obese employee costs an employer over $4,000 more per year in
health care and related costs than an employee who is of normal weight” (Nuys et al, 2014).
The study also revealed that obese individuals who had conditions such as high blood
pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol incurred more costs than obese workers without
these conditions (Nuys et al, 2014). Elsewhere, Andreyeva (2014) says that obese workers
miss more work days, and those absences carry high costs at the state and national level.
Obesity presents a double burden of diseases in Kenya and Africa at large.

1.4 Clarifying the problem of obesity in Kenya

Recent evidence indicates that overweight and obesity are increasing in sub-Saharan Africa,
including Kenya, at a rate of 5% per year on average (Mbochi et al., 2012). Hence it is
predicted that there will be an accompanying surge in NCDs. The cost for treating NCDs is
huge which gives people reasons to worry. Healthy Active Living and Obesity Research
Group (HALORG) (2014) notes that most NCD’s share the same risk factors; tobacco
smoking, a diet high in saturated fat and low in fruit and vegetables, alcohol consumption
and physical inactivity. Despite strong evidence of the arrival and consequences of the
physical activity and nutrition transition in developing countries like Kenya, the action from
policy-makers, international aid agencies, industry and academics to date has been almost
absent (HALORG, 2014). Consequently, overweight, obesity and associated comorbidities
are likely to be on the increase in Kenya and other developing countries.

Being overweight seems to predispose one to several NCDs including type 2 diabetes,
hypertension, stroke, heart attack, congestive heart failure and several cancers (mainly
colorectal and prostate) (Lokuruka, 2013). Most obese patients are observed to have
decreased glucose tolerance, decreased sensitivity to insulin, decreased production of ketone
bodies during starvation, and decreased sensitivity to growth hormones (Lokuruka, 2013).

Kyrou et al., (2014) state that mortality rates increase with increasing weight and obesity
which leads to reduced life expectancy. When operated upon, obese patients are under
increased risk of death when under anesthesia; surgical operations on them are difficult and
are often accompanied by post-operative complications. Employees of the formal sector are
regarded as being of high social class and most of them are in urban settings. Growing
evidence points to some characteristics of the workplace itself as motivators of weight gain
and obesity (Harvard, 2014). Globalization has come with it more sedentary jobs Zimmet &
Alberti (2012). Cultural attitudes to these jobs place them as more prestigious by many
people in developing countries. Preventing obesity or working on addressing obesity is
extremely important in averting a more serious health issue which might arise in future.
According to the Kenya Institute of Management (KIM) (2010) the average office worker in
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Kenya spends at least eight hours per work day sitting at a desk. Outside the workplace, there
are more hours of physical inactivity; commuting, watching television and sleeping.
Attitudes towards exercise, lack of support, past failure, fatigue and concerns about the cost
of paying for gym services discourages many people from becoming physically active (KIM,
2010).

2.0. IDENTIFICATION AND ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS TO ADDRESS THE LACK
OF ACCESS TO FACILITIES FOR EXERCISE FOR EMPLOYEES IN FORMAL
EMPLOYMENT IN KENYA

2.1 Methods
A systematic approach was used in conducting literature review. The selection criteria for
the papers was based on relevance of the paper and applicability to the context of study. Use
of a systematic approach was useful in informing the policy brief as it used rigorous
scientific methods in assessing high quality literature in addressing the topic under
investigation. At the initial stages, the investigations were limited to PubMed and Hinari
academic data bases for academic journals on the subject. When the databases did not
yield adequate results, other search engines were used. Google scholar provided relevant
articles which were accessed free through Hinari database. A random search was also done
using the google search engine to determine whether there are any articles with a local
perspective of the desired information. In order to get the best results which are relevant to
the policy brief subject, terminologies and key words were used in the search. The following
search terms were run in the two databases: “Workplace Obesity’, ‘Obesity and exercise at
the workplace’, ‘Physical Activity in the Workplace’, Workplace and obesity’ and
‘workplace gyms’. The search for all the terminologies produced ten articles each.
Unfortunately, most of the articles were irrelevant to the study context. The studies which
were included had to meet the criteria described below:

1. The articles were based on the workplace health

2. Reported key outcomes to measure the strategies for implementing the activities
A database was created in which the source of the literature identified and reference details of
the search were stored. The PRISMA diagram, databases used and decision taken on the
applicability of the different articles evaluated tables are presented below.
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PRISMA Diagram

Records identified in database 1 &2 Additional records identified from
(n =45) elsewhere (n = 57)
A\ 4 A\ 4

Records after duplicates removed

(n=285)
\ 4
Records screened Records excluded
(n=60) (n=15)

Full-text articles assessed
for relevance quality
(n =40)

A 4

Studies included in final

analysis (n = 25)
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Data Bases and search Terms Used in Identification of options

Database  |Search Terms Results
Pubmed 'Workplace Addressing obesity in the workplace: The role of employers
Obesity Home and workplace built environment supports for physical
activity
Workplace  Interventions to ReduceObesity and
Cardiometabolic Risk
The effectiveness of worksite nutrition and physical activity
interventions for controlling employee overweight and obesity: a
systematic review.
Obesity and
exercise at theOffice-based physical activity and nutrition intervention:
workplace barriers, enablers, and preferred strategies for workplace
obesity prevention, Perth, Western Australia, 2012.
Outcomes and utilization of a low intensity workplace weight
loss program.
Hinari “Workplace” andOffice-Based Physical Activity and Nutrition Intervention:
“obesity” Barriers, Enablers, and Preferred Strategies for Workplace
Obesity Prevention, Perth, Western Australia, 2012
Obesity and workplace traumatic injury: does the science support]
the link?
Workplace Gym

Unraveling Exercise Addiction: The Role of Narcissism and

Self-Esteem

Are worksite interventions effective in increasing physical
activity? A systematic review and meta-analysis
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Appendix 4: Relevance Check and Applicability

Article Relevance IApplicability to Quality Decision Reason  for
myv context assessment rejection

Heinen & |Accept Accept Accept Accept
Darling
Thorndike Accept Accept IAccept Accept
(2011)
Anderson  et|Accept IAccept IAccept Accept
al. (2009)

The focus isin
Bond et al.|Accept Reject IAccept Reject children
Renaud et al. |Accept Reject IAccept Reject [t does not
(2008) focus on access

to facilities for

Carpenter  et|Accept IAccept IAccept Accept
al. (2014)

Bruno et al. |Accept Accept Accept Accept
(2014)

2.3 Results

Several records were identified from the literature search conducted. In total, eighty-five
records were identified after removal of duplicates out of which forty records were screened
of relevance. Twenty-five articles were included in this study. A number of options to
improve access to facilities for exercise at the workplace were identified through a
comprehensive literature search. The proposed options will produce results when
employees have been sensitized and understand the need to engage in physical activities.
Additionally, policy options discussed in this policy brief can be adopted independently or
complementary to each other. Nevertheless, a systematic review by Thorndike (2011)
concluded that there was insufficient evidence to determine the effectiveness of a single
component worksite intervention that focused on nutrition, physical activity, or other
behavioral intervention, but there was sufficient evidence to recommend interventions
that combine both physical activity and nutrition components. The following options were
picked for a discussion because they were the most mentioned options as I conducted the
systematic review.

The options discussed are:

a) Sensitization, counselling and role modelling
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b) Health screening at the workplace
¢) Making available onsite or subsidized gym facilities
d) Promoting and implementing workplace wellness programmes

2.4 Policy Option One: Sensitization, Counselling and Role Modelling

Sensitization and role modelling can enhance access to facilities for exercise. Regular
health sensitization workshops should be held at various workplaces to raise awareness on
the importance of maintaining the correct weight. All employees should receive health
education information yearly (World Economic Forum, 2008). The sensitization
workshops should raise awareness on the risk factors of most NCDs as well as strategies
and benefits for maintaining the correct weight (The Bailey Group, 2014). Though the
results of such workshops have been positive a systematic review by Marshall (2004)
found out that theoretical or educational approaches alone were less effective than those
that added behavioral counselling tailored to individual needs. There is also good
evidence that intensive counselling (combined nutrition education with behavioral dietary
counselling provided by a nutritionist, dietician, or specially trained primary care clinician)
can produce meaningful behaviour change (Bruno et al, 2014). The sensitization should
also include measures which the organizations have put in place to address the problem of
access to facilities for engaging in physical activities at the workplace. For sensitization
and behaviour change initiatives to be successful then individuals who are committed to a
certain lifestyle are best placed to urge their colleagues to change. Heinen and Darling
(2009) argue that at the workplace certain employers have the visibility to be role models
and to influence change. Recruiting role models in addressing the challenge of access to
facilities for engaging in physical activities will result in better participation in Wellness
activities by employees. Wellness Champions of various organizations can be recruited to
serve as champions for healthy lifestyles and make themselves available for questions and
consultation on health and behaviour change factors (Heinen and Darling, 2009).
Employees who are gym enthusiasts are best placed to promote participation in the gym
among their colleagues. They will act as the support for other employees who want to
utilize gym facilities. Having an exercise facility at the workplace level can have a huge
impact on the health and wellbeing of employees. However, employers should move from
raising awareness alone to putting down measures which can help employees to control
their weight (The Bailey Group, 2014).

2.5 Policy Option Two: Health Screening In the Workplace

Organizing and promoting health screening camps at the workplace can have a huge
impact on the health choices of employees (CDC, 2013). Health screening which offers
individuals a chance to know whether they have particular diseases or conditions has been
identified as one of the employee health promotion strategies. Preventive checkups are an
essential part of health promotion efforts. Many preventive screenings are a cost-effective
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way to identify and treat potential health problems before they worsen (CDC, 2010). It is
therefore cheaper to invest in preventive screenings for employees rather than to wait to
treat a condition.

Body Mass Index (BMI) check is the easiest way to tell the weight status of an individual.
It is calculated from a person's weight and height. Calculating BMI is one of the best
methods for population assessment of overweight and obesity (CDC, 2014). After
knowing the health status of individuals companies should devise a plan to address the
principal risk factors (Heinen and Darling, 2009). Individuals are most likely to take action
and address their weight status once a medical assessment has revealed that they are obese
and the risk of their health status communicated to them. Screening will therefore assist
individuals to know where they are in regard to their health and assist them to set targets
to address the various health conditions. For the individuals who are obese they will attend
counselling and seek guidance on how best to reduce their weight.

2.6 Policy Option Three: Availability of Onsite or Subsidized Gym Facilities

Onsite and subsidized gyms can be a solution to the challenge of access to facilities for
exercise. The pressures of work and the long hours which employees are working make it
difficult for them to engage in physical activities outside the workplace. In addition, traffic
congestion which is a characteristic feature of most Kenyan roads has made it difficult for
employees to access places where they can exercise. The exorbitant fees charged by gyms
has also put away those employees who want to exercise. Bruno et al. (2014) argues that
exercise is an important part of physical activity that is planned, structured, and repetitive
with the aim of improving or maintaining one or more components of physical fitness. Due
to this challenge it is therefore sensible to initiate gyms at the workplaces or subside for
employees to attend gyms located near their workplaces. Pridham (2002) notes that
employee fitness centers are one of the top three amenities requested by employees in the
US.

In addition, with the long hours spent at work, the worksite is a good location for fitness
routines and weight management programs (Heinen and Darling, 2009). It is such facilities
which attract and act as a major retention tool for employees (Pridham, 2002). The
benefits for such facilities include improved cognition/memory, selfconfidence, job
satisfaction, ability to cope with stress, psychosocial well-being and increased likelihood
of meeting daily physical activity recommendations (Curry, 2012). Indeed, regular
physical activity plays a lead role in health promotion and in disease prevention (Bruno et
al, 2014). Physical activity is still an important part of weight loss programmes as it is
critical for weight loss maintenance, improves overall health and wellbeing, and plays a
role in preserving lean body mass during weight loss (Carpenter et al., 2014).

In order to promote participation in exercises in the workplace, employers have found that

they can turn some extra space into an office gym with great results (Dalrymple, 2012).
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Employers can purchase few relevant equipment which they can put in a room for
employees to use in exercising. The room can be installed with showers to encourage
employees to exercise during breaks. Other essential facilities can also be made available
to encourage employees to participate in the gym. Heinen and Darling (2009) have noted
that an onsite child care provided at its fitness centers to make it easier for employees with
young children to exercise encourages participation in physical exercises. It will also be
beneficial to open the gates of an onsite gym to other registered immediate family members
(Heinen and Darling (2009).

3.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Obesity is a global problem which has adverse effects on communities. In developing
countries, the cause of obesity is linked to globalization and westernization. Obesity can
have a huge impact in workplaces because it affects employees’ productivity. Ultimately,
it affects the organizations’ bottom-line. This policy brief acknowledges that both the
employee and the employer have a role to play in promoting utilization and access to
facilities for exercise at the workplace. Employees need to have sufficient knowledge about
the benefits of engaging in physical activity as well as be ready to know their health status
for them to take specific action. The employer needs to put systems in place to promote
access to facilities for exercise at the workplace. Such systems should include appointing
Wellness coordinators and sensitizing the Human Resources personnel of their
organizations about the advantages of having healthy employees. Additionally, those with
the responsibility of implementing workplace wellness programmes should be recognized,
motivated and given clear terms of reference by the management of their organizations.
Finally, healthy employees are likely to be happy and more productive. They are also more
likely to perform better when they know that their companies value their contribution by
investing in their well-being.
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