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Policy assessment and policy development for
physical activity promotion: results of an
exploratory intervention study in 15 European
Nations
Alfred Rütten1*, Karim Abu-Omar1†, Peter Gelius1†, Susie Dinan-Young2†, Kerstin Frändin3†, Marijke Hopman-Rock4†

and Archie Young5†

Abstract

Background: Purpose of the study was to test a theoretical model to assess and develop policies for the
promotion of physical activity among older people as part of an international intervention study.

Methods: 248 semi-standardized interviews with policy-makers were conducted in 15 European nations. The
questionnaire assessed policy-makers’ perceptions of organizational goals, resources, obligations, as well as
organizational, political and public opportunities in the area of physical activity promotion among older people. In
order to develop policies, workshops with policy-makers were conducted. Workshop outputs and outcomes were
assessed for four nations nine months after the workshops.

Results: Policy assessment: Results of the policy assessment were diverse across nations and policy sectors. For
example, organizational goals regarding actions for physical activity promotion were perceived as being most
favorably by the sports sector. Organizational obligations for the development of such policies were perceived as
being most favorably by the health sector.
Policy development: The workshops resulted in different outputs: a national intersectoral action plan (United
Kingdom), a national alliance (Sweden), an integrated policy (the Netherlands), and a continuing dialogue
(Germany).

Conclusions: Theory-driven policy assessment and policy-maker workshops might be an important means of
scientific engagement in policy development for health promotion.

Keywords: Physical activity, Policy assessment, Policy development, Theoretical model, Questionnaire, Older people

Background
The World Health Organisation (WHO) states that
health policies “arise from a systematic process of build-
ing support for public health action that draws upon
available evidence, integrated with community prefer-
ences, political realities and resource availability” [1].
However, attempts of scientists to engage policy-makers
in the development of health policies have been

described as dancing with a “whirling dervish” and
sometimes as failing altogether [2,3]. This article sets
out to report on a European research project that
attempted to assess and develop evidence-based, organi-
zational policies for the promotion of physical activity
among older people.
Difficulties of scientific engagement in processes of

policy development may be rooted partly in the percep-
tion that research utilization and policy development by
policy-makers are linear processes. Within such think-
ing, policy-making evolves from (1) evidence generated
by scientists via (2) knowledge brokering to policy-
makers to (3) action taken by policy-makers based on
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the evidence presented [4]. Others have suggested that
policy development is rather a non-linear or even chao-
tic process [5,6]. Yet again, other studies on policy
development in health promotion may suggest that
determinants of policy development other than scientific
evidence should also be considered. These include, for
example, existing competences, value orientations that
favor health [7], organizational self-interests [8], viability
of adequate resources [9], persuasiveness of the policy
idea, and political climate [10].
A number of concepts have been presented to guide

scientific engagement in processes of policy develop-
ment for health promotion. The WHO has developed
an assessment instrument covering, among others,
existing policies and legislative frameworks, the organi-
zation of health services, available human resources,
links with other policy sectors, and research capacities
to guide policy development for mental health care
[11]. Another model for policy assessment featuring
characteristics such as leadership and governance, ser-
vice delivery, available financial resources, and available
human resources has been proposed for accelerating
policy development in the area of maternal and child
care [12].
There have been only a few attempts at cross-national

policy assessment and policy development for physical
activity promotion. But cross-national concepts are of
special importance since they might generate knowledge
sensitive to differences in the political and welfare sys-
tems of nations. This kind of knowledge is especially
important for effective policy development in relation to
physical activity: While recent years have seen remark-
able progress in the development of supranational
[13-16] and national policies for physical activity promo-
tion (23 out of 33 European Nations have at least one
national policy document regarding physical activity and
public health [17]), most of these policies have been
described as being inconsistent and as lacking systematic
implementation and evaluation.
This article reports on results of a project that

assessed organizational policies for physical activity pro-
motion among older people, and utilized the results to
assist in the development of such policies in each of the
contributing fifteen European nations. The project
assessed organizational policies by a theoretical model
that attempts to explain policy outputs and outcomes by
organizational goals, resources, obligations, as well as
organizational, political and public opportunities. In the
view of this model, the assessment of these determinants
can serve as a starting point for scientists to engage in a
discourse with organizations in order to increase their
policy output or outcome. For example, if the policy
assessment yields that an organization might have suffi-
cient resources, a high degree of obligations, and some

opportunities to formulate actions on physical activity
promotion, but lacks specific goals, scientists could
assist such an organization to formulate such goals in
order to increase the organizational policy output and
outcome.
Going beyond most of the established models for

research utilization as they have been outlined by Weiss
et al. [5], our model provides clues on how to improve
research utilization by working on the receptiveness of
organizations rather than working solely on appropri-
ately framing researcher’s messages (as proposed e.g. by
Landry et al., 2001) [18].
We believe that there are several points underlining

the relative advantage of our framework of policy analy-
sis and policy development based on von Wrights action
theory as against others [19]: First, our model is theory-
driven as it both identifies a set of major “causal drivers”
(determinants) that influence policy-making and
describes the mechanisms based on which these factors
interact (logic of events) to influence policy impact (out-
put and outcome). Second, it is more than just a theore-
tical aid to help us conceptualize reality in our minds:
Its operationalization, both quantitative and qualitative,
allows us to measure the determinants and to test the
model as a whole. Empirical analysis and application has
shown that the model actually works. Third, another
advantage of the model is its parsimony. The limitation
to just four determinants ensures that the model is easy
to use and can be applied not only by scientists but also
by practitioners. Fourth, due to its simplicity, the model
may be used for cross-national comparisons or develop-
ment efforts, as the four determinants can be assumed
to operate under a broad range of political and societal
environments.

Theoretical model
The conceptual framework of this study was developed
and tested in a six-nation project that transferred von
Wright’s [20] individualistic action theory to health pol-
icy analysis [21-23]. Von Wright’s theoretical model
explains individual behavior with four “determinants":
wants, abilities, duties, and opportunities. The project
adopted this model to explain organizational health
related policies: Organizational goals (wants) refer to
formally specified objectives of health policy actions,
organizational resources (abilities) describe internal
capacities for accomplishing health policy goals (e.g. per-
sonnel), organizational obligations are formal (e.g. trea-
ties) or informal (e.g. organizational commitments)
duties, organizational opportunities refer to internal (e.g.
organizational changes) or political opportunities (e.g.
changes in political climate, public or media interest) for
organizations. The model has also been applied to other
contexts [24,25] and is regarded as a relevant tool for

Rütten et al. Health Research Policy and Systems 2012, 10:14
http://www.health-policy-systems.com/content/10/1/14

Page 2 of 10



describing the influence of research on health policy-
making [26].
The WHO defines health policy as a “formal state-

ment or procedure within institutions (notably govern-
ment) which defines priorities and the parameters for
action in response to health needs, available resources
and other political pressures” [1]. Our approach, by con-
trast, is based on a broader definition of policy, which
also includes informal institutional arrangements and
procedures as well as rationales for action on health-
related issues. From this point of view, policy analysis
does not only include the investigation of documents
and processes but also the assessment of capacities and
resources for policy-making measured via the above-
mentioned determinants. Policy development, in turn,
not only comprises the formulation of policy documents
or the adaption of procedures but also the improvement
of capacities and resources. This may be achieved by
working on policy determinants which policy analysis
has shown to be underdeveloped.
The theoretical model applied in this study is not

inextricably linked to one of the major theoretical fra-
meworks on the policy process [27] but in our opinion
the model considers fundamental components of such
frameworks. For example, there are certain similarities
between our model and Institutional Rational Choice
(IRC) theory and the related framework of Institutional
Analysis and Development (IAD) [28-30]. Both assume
a certain degree of rationality and predictability of
actions, and both allow for actors to be either individual
or collective. Moreover, although not always congruent
in their respective meanings, there are overlaps with
regard to central categories (rules/obligations, motives/
goals, and resources as central in both approaches).
There are also certain links with the “Multiple Stream”
(MS) approach [31,32]. For example, the key concept of
“political windows” of opportunities in the MS-frame-
work [31], p.173 overlaps with “political opportunities”
and “public opportunities” in our model.
While IRC/IAD and MS are theoretically highly elabo-

rated and accepted as major theoretical frameworks of
the policy process, the model suggested here is rather
simple. However, generalizability of “grand theory” may
imply a number of limitations with respect to its practi-
cal applicability. Due to its very character as a frame-
work many of IRC/IAD and MS concepts remain
comparatively general and unspecific, making it some-
what difficult for practitioners to apply and operationa-
lize them. Although various attempts have been made to
improve their practical applicability, they do not lend
themselves easily to being used for policy development.
For example, in a recent paper a “multiple governance
framework” have been suggested to provide for concepts
influenced by IRC/IAD “which may assist low-or middle

range theory formation and systematic empirical
research” [33], p.558. However, while in Hill & Hupe’s
paper “application” mainly refers to the interpretation of
selected data from two case examples of UK-policy in
order to “illustrate” the “framework, and set out some of
the issues it helps to highlight” [33], p.564, our theoreti-
cal model is more comprehensive in it’s application. As
illustrated in the present paper, it already can be used as
framework for (1) data collection, (2) cross-national data
analysis and, (3) policy development.

Methods
Data was gathered in the context of the “European Net-
work for Action on Ageing and Physical Activity
(EUNAAPA)” project. EUNAAPA is a Europe-wide net-
work of experts, scientists, and policy-makers that seeks
to promote health, wellbeing and independence among
older people through evidence-based physical activity.
From 2006 to 2008, the Directorate General for Health
and Consumers (DG SANCO) of the European Com-
mission funded the establishment and initial activities of
EUNAAPA. 21 institutions from 16 European nations
(Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland,
France, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Nor-
way, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United
Kingdom) took part in the project. EUNAAPA focused
on (a) identifying effective instruments for assessing
physical activity and physical functioning among older
people, (b) critically comparing reputedly successful
physical activity programs and promotion strategies with
evidence-based best practice guidelines, and (c) dissemi-
nating the findings among policy-makers and contribut-
ing to their implementation.

Data collection for policy assessment
An expert survey to assess the perception of organiza-
tional health policies for physical activity promotion
among older people was conducted in all participating
nations except the Czech Republic. In order to allow for
structural equivalence in the comparative inquiry across
nations [34], a sampling matrix was developed to distin-
guish between policy sectors (sports, health, social wel-
fare) and levels of governance (national/regional, local).
Each nation was requested to recruit at least one
respondent from each cell of the sampling matrix. Rele-
vant policy-makers were identified either through an
expert rating or a snowballing referral system. Policy-
makers were then approached either personally or by
phone and informed about the purpose of the survey
and the EUNAAPA project. In the UK, policy makers
who had accepted the invitation to participate in a
workshop completed the policy assessment question-
naire prior to the workshop. The standardized question-
naire was administered either by mail or by phone,
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depending on policy-makers’ preferences. If necessary, a
number of contact attempts and reminder calls were
made.

Instrument for policy assessment
The questionnaire used to assess organizational health
promotion policies for physical activity promotion
among older people was initially developed and tested
in the MAREPS project [21]. For the present study, a
short 14-item version of the original questionnaire,
based on results of dimension reduction analysis [35],
was utilized. Policy-makers were asked to report on the
policy rationales of their respective organization for the
promotion of physical activity among older people along
the determinants of goals, obligations, resources, and
opportunities. Goals and obligations were assessed with
three items each, resources and opportunities with four
items each (see Appendix A). For the items on goals,
obligations, and resources, answer categories ranged
from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (definitely true) on a 5-
point Likert scale. Answer categories for opportunities
ranged from 1 (situation has worsened) to 5 (situation
has improved). Policy sector and policy level of respon-
dents were assessed in the introductory part of the
survey.

Statistical analysis
For the descriptive analysis, we aggregated the responses
for all dimensions of each determinant. Respondents
were coded as having a favorable perception of a policy
determinant if they answered “true” or “definitely true”.
From this, the mean percentages of respondents with
positive perceptions of determinants were calculated by
nation, or by policy sector or policy level. Due to the
small sample sizes, within nations, results could not be
analyzed by policy sector or policy level. The results sec-
tion below gives an overview of the results from the 15
participating nations. Due to space restrictions, however,
detailed results will only be reported in this article for
the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Sweden and
Germany.

Utilization of policy assessment data for policy
development
Policy assessment questions and data were utilized to
prepare national level workshops intended to increase
the policy output and outcome for the promotion of
physical activity among older people. A list of guiding
questions and topics worth investigating was prepared
for each national workshop. Invitations for the work-
shops were then sent to the policy-makers who had par-
ticipated in the policy assessment survey.
At the workshops, the national EUNAAPA researchers

first informed the policy-makers about project results

for their nation and for Europe. In particular, research-
ers attempted to stimulate discussions on determinants
that had been rated less favorably in the policy assess-
ment across the different organizations within one
nation. In these discussions, researchers would attempt
to make organizations work on the determinants, that
they had rated less favorably. The discussions at the
workshops were recorded by workshop minutes and
summarized in national reports. In addition, the project
coordinator employed a written open-ended question-
naire to inquire senior researchers in four select coun-
tries (United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Sweden, and
Germany) about their perception of the outcomes of the
workshops. This follow-up survey was conducted nine
months after the workshops.

Results
Cross-national policy assessment
Overall, 248 interviews with policy-makers were con-
ducted in the 15 participating nations (see Table 1).
Realized total sample sizes and sample sizes by policy
sector varied starkly between nations. Between eight
(Poland) and 34 (Netherlands) policy-makers were inter-
viewed in each participating nation. Due to structural
and organizational differences in some nations, the pol-
icy sector could not be determined precisely for some
respondents.
Figures 1, 2, 3, 4 report policy-makers’ perceptions of

organizational policy determinants by nation. The mean
percentage of respondents with a positive perception of
organizational goals in the area of physical activity pro-
motion among older people was highest in Poland
(where 100% of respondents rated organizational policy
goals as being concrete, officially spelled out, and
focused on improving the health of the population) and
lowest in Italy (where only 44% of respondents had a
positive perception of goals). Regarding obligations, the
most positive perceptions were found in Finland (94%),
and least positive perceptions were found in Italy (56%).
Across nations, resources were rated least favorably
compared to the other determinants. In Norway, 26% of
respondents had a positive perception of resources, and
in Greece this percentage was 68%. While only 38% of
respondents in Belgium believed that opportunities had
improved during the last year, the share of positive
responses was 84% in Poland.
Table 2 shows the mean percentages of policy-makers

having favorable perceptions of organizational policy
determinants, analyzed by policy sector and level. Goals
were rated most favorably by policy-makers from the
sport sector (83%), while obligations were rated most
positively by policy-makers from the health sector
(81%). Regarding sufficient resources to carry out policy
actions, the sport sector had the most favorable
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perception (56%). There were no pronounced differ-
ences in the perception of determinants between the
national and regional/local policy levels of policy-
makers. Opportunities for policy action were rated
slightly more favorably by respondents operating on the
national level (61%).

Case studies: detailed policy assessment
United Kingdom
The analysis for the UK showed a comparatively high
level of obligations, a rather negative assessment of
available resources, and goal definition problems for
some organizations. In addition, researchers compared
existing physical activity programs and promotion stra-
tegies with best practice guidelines. Four specific recom-
mendations were put up for discussion at the national

workshop: (1) Dedicated instructor qualifications and
training routes for instructors working with older peo-
ple, (2) benchmarking employer standards for instruc-
tors working with older people, (3) increasing access via
local authority outreach teams, health services, the care
home sector, and non-governmental organizations, and
(4) more powerful promotion of physical activity to
older people.
Sweden
The analysis for Sweden pointed to three potential
topics for the national workshop. First, compared to
other nations, policy-makers from some organizations
reported that the goals of their organizations were not
concrete enough and did not focus on improving the
health of the population. Interestingly, these problems
seemed to pertain almost exclusively to organizations at
the national level. Second, many organizations seemed

Table 1 Description of the Sample by Policy Sector, EUNAAPA Survey

Nation N n Sector Sport n Sector Health n Sector Social Care Missing

Belgium 15 9 1 5

Denmark 30 5 14 8 3

Germany 11 4 3 4

Greece 10 8 1 1

Spain 16 6 5 5

Finland 12 5 5 2

France 16 8 3 5

Italy 16 2 9 5

Netherlands 34 13 13 8

Austria 9 4 1 3 1

Portugal 12 7 2 3

Sweden 23 6 8 9

United Kingdom 17 6 6 3 2

Poland 8 1 1 1 5

Norway 19 4 12 3

Total 248 88 84 65 11

Figure 1 Goals. Mean percentage of respondents with a positive
assessment of goals related to physical activity and ageing, by
nation.

Figure 2 Obligations. Mean percentage of respondents with a
positive assessment of obligations related to physical activity and
ageing, by nation.
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to lack both personnel and financial resources for activ-
ities related to physical activity promotion among older
people. Again, the problem seemed to be more pressing
at the national than on the local level. Finally, the Swed-
ish survey included a comparatively large number of
organizations which, despite reporting favorable policy
determinants, were not active in the field of physical
activity and ageing, calling for a discussion on how to
integrate them into existing efforts by other players.
The Netherlands
Overall, survey results from the Netherlands were com-
paratively positive. Nonetheless, two areas for potential
improvement were identified for discussion at the pol-
icy-maker workshop. First, several local organizations
seemed to fail to recognise that scientific evidence had
driven the call for action in the field of physical activity
promotion for older people. Second, while resources
were generally assessed more positively than in other
nations, all four items used in the survey indicated room
for improvement. In particular, a considerable number
of policy-makers reported a lack of support from the
general public for actions related to physical activity
promotion among older people.

Germany
For Germany, two major issues were identified in the
policy assessment survey. First, about half of the policy-
makers reported that their organizations had problems
formulating or spelling out concrete goals. Second,
while German policy-makers were among those with the
most negative rating of resources in the entire survey
(together with those from Italy and Norway), they also
felt more obliged to become active than policy-makers
in any other country except Finland. While the former
finding was used at the workshop to initiate a discussion
on the different perceptions of resources in European
nations, the latter was emphasized by the EUNAAPA
researchers to be a potential asset for future policy
development in the field.

Case studies: workshop outputs and outcomes
United Kingdom
31 policy-makers attended the workshop in the United
Kingdom. The most tangible result was a comprehensive
report of the workshop. The report summarized the
workshop presentations and discussions, specified eight
“action points”, and designated individuals and/or orga-
nizations to take forward the agreed improvements to
the promotion, provision, safety and effectiveness of
physical activity opportunities for older people in the
United Kingdom. Interagency collaboration was
enhanced as a direct result of the workshop. For exam-
ple, several key agencies from different policy sectors
met for the first time at the workshop. Furthermore,
collaborative efforts were more sharply focused as a
result of the joint development of action points. Nine
months after the workshop, one action point had been
achieved, a second (a publication) was in the final stages
of completion, and action on four further points was
ongoing. In two other points, there had been no action.
Sweden
18 policy-makers attended the workshop in Sweden. It
was decided to form a national alliance for physical
activity promotion among older people to facilitate (1)
physical activity friendly environments and (2) the devel-
opment of local organizations providing fitness check-
ups and tailored advice in relation to physical activity
for older people. The alliance shall be authorized by the
government to perform work in this area in the future.
Policy-makers also agreed that national guidelines for
different types of evidence-based physical training for
older people should be developed in the future and that
organizations dealing with older people should be pro-
vided with additional information on the benefits of
physical activity in old age. Nine months after the work-
shop, some of the organizations involved continued to
meet in order to develop capacities for physical activity
promotion. A newly established funding program by the

Figure 3 Resources. Mean percentage of respondents with a
positive assessment of resources related to physical activity and
ageing, by nation.
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federal government helped the group to overcome initial
financial resource problems and provided the opportu-
nity to follow up on activities launched under the
EUNAAPA project.
The Netherlands
The workshop was attended by 13 policy-makers. All in
all, the information provided by researchers at the work-
shop was deemed to be valuable. Some tension was evi-
dent between policy-makers from organizations working
at the local level and those at the national level. While
policy-makers from the local level stressed that a suffi-
cient ‘good practice’ base for physical activity promotion
among older people already existed, national level pol-
icy-makers called for greater recognition of the impor-
tance of evidence-based work. Nine months after the
workshop, one outcome was the decision by some orga-
nizations to join forces for the implementation of an
innovative local care system that would include physical
activity stimulation among older people. Another out-
come of the meeting was that organizations reached
consensus about formulating an integrated policy on the
topic. Key action points of this policy are the qualifica-
tion of instructors and exercise prescription by medical
practitioners. The integrated policy shall be developed
by organizations from the health care sector and
municipalities.
Germany
The workshop in Germany was attended by 23 policy-
makers. Policy-makers generally confirmed the results of
the policy assessment survey. The main focus of the dis-
cussion was on means to stimulate policy development.
Most policy-makers agreed that the established organi-
zations of the sport and health sector generally have suf-
ficient resources for policy development. It was decided
that no new board/network was needed for this purpose
and that it would suffice for the established organiza-
tions in this field to continue working on the topic.
However, some of these organizations invited
EUNAAPA researchers to join their efforts. Nine
months after the workshop, researchers remained
engaged in a dialogue with a regional ministry on issues
pertaining to physical activity promotion among older

people. This dialogue resulted in the support of the
ministry for another international project on the topic
of physical activity and ageing. Other than that, no posi-
tive or negative outcomes can be reported.

Discussion
This study has presented results of an effort to engage
scientists in organizational policy assessment and policy
development for physical activity promotion in fifteen
nations. The concept employed featured (a) an assess-
ment of organizational policies by means of a survey
among policy-makers from relevant organizations and
(b) engaging them in a discourse on based on the results
of the policy assessment in order to increase their policy
outputs and outcomes by a structured workshop in each
nation.
The results of the survey indicate that determinants of

policy outputs and outcomes for physical activity pro-
motion among older people vary starkly among organi-
zations in participating nations. In all nations, however,
the determinant that policy-makers were most critical
about was resources. While this might suggest that
redirecting resources to physical activity promotion
among older people would be an important means to
increase policy outputs and outcomes, attempting to
tackle this sensitive issue directly may prove to be futile.
Alternatively, researchers might want to focus on
improvements in the other three determinants of our
model, thus indirectly achieving a shift of resources
within organizations. For example, policy-makers in
some nations reported a lack of concrete goals for poli-
cies on the issue of aging and physical activity. Accord-
ing to our theoretical model, researchers in these
countries might be able to assist organizations in formu-
lating such concrete goals. Not only would this stimu-
late policy-making, it might also prompt the
organizations in question to provide more resources to
reach their newly specified goals.
Meanwhile, policy-makers in a number of nations

indicated that opportunities (e.g. media interest in the
topic of ageing and physical activity) have improved in
recent years. Again, according to the theoretical model,

Table 2 Mean Percentage by Policy Sector and Level of Perceptions of Policy-Makers on Policies for Ageing and
Physical Activity according to the Theoretical Model, EUNAAPA Survey

Percentage of respondents with a positive assessment of the respective determinant

Policy Sector/Level Goals Obligations Resources Opportunities

Sport 83 75 56 60

Health 73 81 41 60

Social Care 75 75 43 56

National 79 79 47 61

Regional/Local 77 75 48 56
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these improved opportunities are an important determi-
nant of relevant policy outcomes.
Regarding the different policy sectors, policy-makers

from the sport sector showed the most favorable per-
ceptions of goals and resources. Consequently, the
development of physical activity promotion policies
might advance more rapidly if this sector is systemati-
cally engaged in such efforts. Respondents from the
health sector, in turn, featured the most negative per-
ceptions of available resources, while their perceptions
of obligations were strongest compared to the other sec-
tors. In order to stimulate policy development, it might
thus be advisable to foster collaborations between the
health and sport sectors for physical activity promotion
among older people.
The case study results of the workshops in the United

Kingdom, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Germany sug-
gest that collecting expert survey data on policy deter-
minants and presenting an analysis of such data at a
workshop with policy-makers might enable researchers
to engage in a discourse with relevant organizations on
topics of health promotion. In all four nations, research-
ers observed at least some beneficial results. This
included the continued collaboration with a regional
ministry (Germany), the formulation of goals towards
integrated policy-making (the Netherlands), the estab-
lishment of an alliance on the topic (Sweden), and the
formulation of, and work on, a national action plan
(United Kingdom).
However, it should be recognized that these results

represent the perception of the researchers who were
engaged in the project and thus might differ from the
perceptions of policy-makers attending the workshop. In
some nations, there is evidence that conflicts surfaced
between the different policy-makers taking part in the
workshops. This included, for example, discussions on
current practice and its evidence-base between local and
national policy-makers in the Netherlands. In Germany,
organizations already functioning as interest brokers for
physical activity promotion among older people were
reluctant to agree on a way forward, potentially indicat-
ing competing interests in policy development. These
results may be a further indication that processes in pol-
icy development for health promotion are non-linear.
Given the small number of cases compared, differing

workshop results might also be explained by different
value orientations of policy-makers and researchers in
the four case study countries towards research utiliza-
tion. Also, welfare-state orientations might play a role in
shaping policy-makers’ receptiveness for the issue of
physical activity and ageing [36]. In this regard, work-
shop accomplishments in the Netherlands and Sweden
might be attributed partly to the social-democratic wel-
fare-state regimes in these nations.

We acknowledge that this study has a number of lim-
itations and thus yields results that are explorative in nat-
ure only. For one, the sampling process of the survey was
intended to achieve structural equivalence. However, in a
number of nations, such equivalence has proven to be
difficult to accomplish. This is due to stark differences
within the organizations/sectors involved in physical
activity promotion in the different nations. This problem
reflects the general difficulties of cross-national compara-
tive social inquiries [37]. Consequently, the analysis by
sector may be rather incoherent in some cases. While the
instrument for the assessment of policy rationales has
already been tested successfully in a number of research
projects, to infer that responses of an individual represen-
tative of an organization are representative of the organi-
zation as a whole (or, for that matter, of national public
policies in general) remains a matter for debate.
Also, our results of the policy assessment may be

biased due to the small sample sizes. These small sam-
ple sizes, for example, did not allow for a meaningful
analysis of results by nation and policy level in numer-
ous nations. It can, however, be assumed that in most
nations policy determinants might systematically vary
between organizations who are working on the local,
regional, or national level.
It would also have been desirable to present a more

comprehensive picture of organizational policies on the
issue of aging and physical activity in the different
nations. While some of this information were gathered
as part of the survey, the presentation of results
appeared difficult within the scope of this paper.
Some may criticize our approach of using national

workshops to feed the results of our policy assessment
into the process of policy development as being some-
what intuitive. Especially, since such an approach could
be interpreted as being rather participatory. As a matter
of fact, transforming quantitative survey data into a qua-
litative approach of policy development by the means of
a workshop proved to be difficult for the EUNAAPA
project.
In addition, the concrete effects of the presentation

and discussion of policy assessment results on the
results of the workshops is difficult to assess. The same
applies to the actual impact of the workshops on policy
development. The results reported in this article are
preliminary in nature and thus only provide some very
limited insights into the non-linear processes of policy
development that may have taken place in the different
nations. In some cases, results seemingly accomplished
through the workshops may in fact have been only
loosely related to these meetings. In part, these difficul-
ties exemplify the general lack of understanding and
availability of methodological tools for enhancing
research utilization.
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Beyond these methodological limitations, our attempt
to increase the receptiveness of organizations for
research utilization by focusing on means to alter the
organizational context might be considered problematic,
as it raises general questions about the science being
value-free (Wertfreiheit) [38]. On the other hand, there
have been calls for research to explicitly play an active
role in shaping social action [39]. From this point of
view, our approach seems to expand existing explana-
tory models of research utilization, offering the potential
for enhanced scientific engagement in policy develop-
ment. Based on our experience in this project, we would
encourage the development of comprehensive theories
and methods to initiate and evaluate scientific enter-
prises for the development of health promotion policies.

Conclusions
This study has attempted to assess and develop policies
for health promotion in the area of physical activity for
older people on the organizational level. Since physical
activity promotion is an intersectoral challenge, our
approach may be useful to identify suitable starting
points for research utilization and health promotion pol-
icy development involving different sectors. The WHO
Global Strategy on Diet and Physical Activity and the
corresponding framework for monitoring the implemen-
tation of physical activity promotion policies have paved
the way for calls to synchronize cross-national efforts
for policy development and implementation [13,40].
Concepts such as ours might help to guide researchers
to engage policy-makers in these processes. Our theore-
tical model is applicable across nations, sectors and pol-
icy issues, it is parsimonious, and it has been validated
in international studies. As such, it might not only
prove to be valuable in effecting improved practice in
physical activity promotion in the future, but it might
also be applicable to some extent to policy development
in other health promotion contexts.

Appendix A. List of Items of the MAREPS Short-
List for Policy Assessment in Health Promotion
Goals

The goals are concrete enough
The goals are officially spelled out
The action is centered on improving the health of
the population

Obligations
Scientific results demand the action
The action is part of my professional duty
Personally, I feel obliged to do something in this
field

Resources
The population supports the action
There is enough personnel
My organization has the necessary capacities
There are sufficient financial resources

Opportunities
The involvement of the population has worsened/
improved
The media’s interest has worsened/improved
My own involvement has worsened/improved
The cooperation within my organization has wor-
sened/improved

Acknowledgements
The “European Network for Action on Ageing and Physical Activity
(EUNAAPA)” project was funded by the European Commission (DG Sanco),
grant agreement #2005306.

Author details
1Institute of Sport Science and Sport, University of Erlangen-Nuremberg,
Gebbertstraße 123b, 91058 Erlangen, Germany. 2Royal Free and University
College London School of Medicine and University of Derby, Derby, UK.
3Karolinska Institutet, SE-171 77 Stockholm, Sweden. 4VU University Medical
Center, PO Box 7057, 1007 MB Amsterdam, the Netherlands. 5University of
Edinburgh, Old College, South Bridge Edinburgh EH8 9YL, Edinburgh, UK.

Authors’ contributions
AR served as a principal investigator of the project, AR designed the data
collection and analysis and drafted the manuscript. KAO and PG assisted in
data collection, analysis, and drafting of the manuscript. SDY, KF, MHR, and
AY conducted project work in their respective nations. They collected and
analyzed national level data and provided integral comments on drafts of
the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 12 August 2011 Accepted: 18 April 2012
Published: 18 April 2012

References
1. World Health Organisation: Health Promotion Glossary Geneva; 1997.
2. Muckian J: Influencing policy development: the whirling dervish of the

autism in-home program. J Pediatr Nurs 2007, 22(3):223-230.
3. Scheel IB, Hagen KB, Oxman AD: The unbearable lightness of healthcare

policy making: a description of a process aimed at giving it some
weight. J Epidemiol Community Health 2003, 57:483-487.

4. Fafard P: Evidence and healthy public policy: insights from health and political
sciences Québec: National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy;
2008.

5. Weiss CH: The many meanings of research utilization. Public Adm Rev
1979, 39:426-431.

6. Thiétart RA, Forgues B: Chaos theory and organisation. Organ Sci 1995,
6(1):19-31.

7. Simonsen-Rehn N, Ovretveit J, Laamanen R, et al: Determinants of health
promotion action: comparative analysis of local voluntary associations in
four municipalities in Finland. Health Promot Int 2006, 21:274-283.

8. Hoeijmakers M, De Leeuw E, Kenis P, De Vries NK: Local health policy
development in the Netherlands: an expanded toolbox for health
promotion. Health Promot Internat 2007, 2(2):112-121.

9. Brownson RC, Ballew P, Dieffenderfer B, et al: Evidence-Based
Interventions to Promote Physical Activity. What Contributes to

Rütten et al. Health Research Policy and Systems 2012, 10:14
http://www.health-policy-systems.com/content/10/1/14

Page 9 of 10

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17524966?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17524966?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12821689?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12821689?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12821689?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16861723?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16861723?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16861723?dopt=Abstract


Dissemination by State Health Departments. Am J Prev Med 2007,
33(Suppl 1):66-78.

10. Shiffman J, Smith S: Generation of political priority for global health
initiatives: a framework and case study of maternal mortality. Lancet
2007, 370:1370-1379.

11. Saxena S, Lora A, Ommeren M, et al: WHO’s assessment instrument for
mental health systems: collecting essential information for policy and
service delivery. Psychiatr Serv 2007, 58(6):816-821.

12. Countdown Working Group on Health Policy and Health Systems:
Assessment of the health system and policy environment as a critical
complement to tracking intervention coverage for maternal, newborn,
and child health. Lancet 2008, 371:1284-1293.

13. World Health Organization: Global strategy on diet, physical activity and
health 2004, 57 th World Health Assembly Resolution No 57.17.

14. World Health Organization: European Charter on Counteracting Obesity 2006,
WHO European Ministerial Conference on Counteracting Obesity, EUR/06/
5062700/8.

15. European Commission: Green Paper Promoting healthy diets and physical
activity: a European dimension for the prevention of overweight, obesity and
chronic diseases 2005, Commission of the European Communities, COM
(2005) 637 final.

16. European Commission: White Paper on Sport 2007, Commission of the
European Communities, COM(2007) 391 final.

17. World Health Organisation: European network for the promotion of
health-enhancing physical Activity., Retrieved from [http://www.euro.who.
int/hepa], accessed on 13/11/2008.

18. Landry R, Amara N, Lamari M: Utilization of social science research
knowledge in Canada. Research Policy 2001, 30:333-349.

19. Rütten A, Gelius P, Abu-Omar K: Policy development and implementation
in health promotion-from theory to practice: the ADEPT model. Health
Promot Int 2011, 26(3):322-329.

20. von Wright GH: Determinism and the study of man. In Essays on
Explanation and Understanding. Edited by: Manninen J, Tuomela R.
Dordrecht: D Reide; 1976:415-435.

21. Rütten A, Lüschen G, von Lengerke T, et al: Health Promotion Policy in
Europe. Rationality, Impact, and Evaluation Munich: Oldenbourg; 2000.

22. Rütten A, Abel T, von Lengerke T, et al: Self reported physical activity,
public health, and perceived environment: results from a comparative
European study. J Epidemiol Community Health 2001, 55(2):139-146.

23. Rütten A, Lüschen G, von Lengerke T, et al: Determinants of health policy
impact: a theoretical framework for policy analysis. Soz Praventivmed
2003, 48:293-300.

24. Bownen SK, Saunders RP, Richter DL, Hussey J, Elder K, Lindley L: Assessing
levels of adaptation during implementation of evidence-based
interventions: introducing the Rogers-Rütten framework. Health Educ
Behav 2010, 37(6):815-830.

25. Rütten A, Röger U, Abu-Omar K, Frahsa A: Assessment of organizational
readiness for health promotion policy implementation: test of a
theoretical model. Health Promot Int 2009, 24(3):243-251.

26. Brownson RC, Chriqui JF, Stamatakis KA: Understanding evidence-based
public health policy. Am J Public Health 2009, 99(9):1576-1582.

27. In Theories of the Policy Process. Edited by: Sabatier PA. Boulder: Westview
Press; 2007:.

28. Kiser L, Ostrom E: The three worlds of action: a metatheoretical synthesis
of institutional approaches. In Strategies of Political Inquiry. Edited by:
Ostrom E. Beverly Hills: Sage; 1982:179-222.

29. Ostrom E: Understanding Institutional Diversity Princeton, New York:
Princeton University Press; 2005.

30. Ostrom E: Challenges and growth: The development of the
interdisciplinary field of institutional analysis. Journal of Institutional
Economics 2007, 3(3):239-264.

31. Kingdon J: Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies New York: Longman;
2003.

32. Zahariadis N: The Multiple Streams Framework. Structure, Limitations,
Prospects. In Theories of the Policy Process. Edited by: Sabatier P. Boulder:
Westview; 2007:65-92.

33. Hupe PL, Hill ML: The three action levels of governance: reframing the
policy process beyond the stages model. In Handbook of Public Policy.
Edited by: Guy BP, Pierre J. London: Sage; 2006:13-30.

34. Przeworski A, Teune H: The logic of comparative social inquiry Malabar:
Krieger Publishing; 1970.

35. Rütten A, von Lengerke T, Abel T, et al: Policy, competence and
participation: empirical evidence for a multilevel health promotion
model. Health Promot Int 2000, 15(1):35-47.

36. Esping-Andersen G: The three worlds of welfare capitalism Cambridge: Polity
Press; 1990.

37. Goldthorpe JH: Current issues in comparative macrosociology: A debate
on methodological issues. Comp Soc Res 1997, 16:1-26.

38. Weber M: Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre Tübingen: Reclam;
1985.

39. Lewin K: Action research and minority problems. J Soc Issues 1946,
2(4):34-46.

40. World Health Organisation: Global strategy on diet, physical activity and
health. A framework to monitor and evaluate implementation 2006.

doi:10.1186/1478-4505-10-14
Cite this article as: Rütten et al.: Policy assessment and policy
development for physical activity promotion: results of an exploratory
intervention study in 15 European Nations. Health Research Policy and
Systems 2012 10:14.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Rütten et al. Health Research Policy and Systems 2012, 10:14
http://www.health-policy-systems.com/content/10/1/14

Page 10 of 10

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17933652?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17933652?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17535942?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17535942?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17535942?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18406863?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18406863?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18406863?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21177769?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21177769?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11154254?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11154254?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11154254?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14626621?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14626621?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21051771?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21051771?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21051771?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19493861?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19493861?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19493861?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19608941?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19608941?dopt=Abstract

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Theoretical model

	Methods
	Data collection for policy assessment
	Instrument for policy assessment
	Statistical analysis
	Utilization of policy assessment data for policy development

	Results
	Cross-national policy assessment
	Case studies: detailed policy assessment
	United Kingdom
	Sweden
	The Netherlands
	Germany

	Case studies: workshop outputs and outcomes
	United Kingdom
	Sweden
	The Netherlands
	Germany


	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Appendix A. List of Items of the MAREPS Short-List for Policy Assessment in Health Promotion
	Goals
	Obligations
	Resources
	Opportunities

	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	Authors' contributions
	Competing interests
	References

