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Executive Summary 

As part of the CO-CREATE project, World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) International is required to 
draft an article to outline the challenges associated with conducting a global and targeted in-depth 
European policy scan for diet and physical activity. For a first submission of the deliverable (D2.4), 
WCRF International elected to draw on challenges identified in a pilot study scan of six countries as 
this was the first tranche of scanning undertaken to date. The pilot study was designed to test the 
methodology of the comprehensive European Scan in identifying and verifying policies related to 
physical activity.  

The pilot focussed on six countries and is currently midway through. The article drew on the 
preliminary results of the scan and the experiences of conducting the search and verification process. 
As the scan is not complete, the deliverable wass presented as a draft  in October 2018 (M18), with a 
view to being updated with the final results of the pilot. The update was finalised in November 2022 
(M54). 

This report explains how the published manuscript was developed and its structure, discusses the 
findings and how the journal article and pilot study informed other CO-CREATE deliverables. The 
paper shows that the methodology for the comprehensive European scan performed well and 
identifyedrelevant policy actions. However there were a few considerations to be explored such as 
changing the order of searching for evaluations, expanding the scope to include local policies and 
adding further definitions to the criteria needed to assess non-peer reviewed policy evaluations. 
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Introduction 

Deliverable description 
“An article in a peer-reviewed journal will be provided, outlining the challenges associated with 
conducting a global and targeted in-depth European policy scan for diet and physical activity, with 
particular focus on sourcing physical activity policies.”  

 

Objective of deliverable 
“Publish a paper on the challenges of conducting a global and targeted in-depth European policy scan 
for diet and physical activity, with particular focus on sourcing physical activity policies.” 

 

Background 

As part of CO-CREATE: Confronting Obesity: Co-creating Policy with Youth (known as the CO-CREATE 
project), World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) International is responsible for deliverables in Work 
Package (WP) 2, such as the development of a physical activity policy framework (the MOVING 
framework) (D2.1), conducting a global and a European policy scan for diet and physical activity 
(D2.3) and the development of an article on the challenges associated with conducting a global and 
targeted in-depth European policy scan for diet and physical activity (D2.4). WCRF International has 
already developed criteria (D2.8) to benchmark and assess  policies to produce a policy index on the 
overall ‘policy status’ of European countries regarding the promotion of healthy diets and physical 
activity. A physical activity policy database and a web-platform (D2.5 and D2.6) were also developed.  

As part of Deliverable 2.3 (D2.3), WCRF International undertaook policy scans for diet and physical 
activity policy actions using the global scan and the comprehensive European scan methodology. As a 
first stage of this work, WCRF conducted a pilot studyon scanning six countries (UK, Latvia, 
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal and Poland) to test the methodology of the comprehensive European 
scan, which was designed to identify policy actions that promote physical activity. As part of the 
pilot, WCRF International recorded the challenges associated with the pilot scan.  

Following the completion of the pilot, learnings were collated to assess whether the scan 
methodology was effective and can source the number and type of policies as required by the CO-
Create project. The changes included removing the step of searching for policy evaluations, and were 
applied for the completion of the comprehsneive scan.  

Deliverable 2.4 requires WCRF International to develop a draft journal article to outline the 
challenges associated with conducting a global and targeted in-depth European policy scan for diet 
and physical activity. WCRF International has used the findings of the pilot study to inform the first 
draft of the article (submitted M18), followed by using the findings from scanning 27 European 
countries to update and publish a second version of the manuscript.  The analysis derived for the 
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published article has thus been generated from findings from the full comprehensive scan on 
physical activity.  

This report discusses the process of developing the journal article on the challenges and learnings 
associated with conducting a targeted in-depth European policy scan for physical activity on 27 
European countries, with particular focus on sourcing physical activity policies.  

Description of activities 

The following process was undertaken to develop the article. 

Analysing the results of the comprehensive scan  
The results of the comprehensive scan on physical activity were analysed and the process of the 
performing the scan was also evaluated. The challenges and limitations identified in D2.3 were also 
reviewed Learnings were also recorded such as the length of time taken to perform the scan and how 
the search terms and platforms performed. This analysis and learnings around the methodology were 
then used as the main results for the article. 

Identifying co-authors 
WP2 (WCRF International) was responsible for the main drafting of the article. Key personnel include: 

• Margarita Kokkorou (WP2 / WCRF International) 
• Kate Oldridge-Turner (WP2 / WCRF International) 
• Diva Fanian (WP2 / WCRF International) 
• Ioana Vlad (WP2 / WCRF International) 
• Jennifer O’Mara (WP2 / WCRF International) 

This also included former staff member Fiona Sing (former WCRF International Policy and Public 
Affairs Manager). 

A publication proposal was circulated within the CO-CREATE Executive Board which invited personnel 
from all WP packages to contribute alongside the Principal Investigators. The following co-authors 
were identified. 

Principal Investigators 

• Professor Knut-Inge Klepp  
• Professor Harry Rutter  

WP contributors 

• Arnfinn Helleve (WP3) 

A number of WCRF International staff were also identified as co-authors given their involvement in 
the project to date. 

WCRF International contributors 
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• Dr. Kate Allen, Executive Director, Science and Policy, WCRF International 
• Dr. Giota Mitrou, Director of Research, WCRF International 
• Prof. Martin Wiseman, Medical and Scientific Advisor, WCRF International 

Developing a draft 
To meet the requirements of the CO-CREATE deliverable, we developed a paper that looked to 
appraise the methodology of the comprehensive European scan and highlight learnings and 
challenges.  

The article introduces the role of physical activity and it role in preventing and tackling non-
communicable diseases, and the links with obesity. The role of public policy in shaping environments 
is then discussed and how policy tools such as policy databases and scans can support policy 
monitoring and development. The CO-CREATE project and the relevant deliverables are then 
introduced and explained. Following this, the concept of the pilot scan is then introduced and 
explained. The pilot scan methodology is then outlined. The results of the scan are then presented, 
which includes how the methodology performs and the challenges encountered. The discussion 
highlights learnings from the scan process and covers additional findings from the scan. The article 
then finishes with a conclusion about the performance of the methodology and how it can support 
the objectives of CO-CREATE,  and how it can be used and refined in the future. 

Refining and finalising the draft 
The draft went through 4 rounds of review by the co-authors. During each round of review, 
comments were received and collated and the draft was updated until co-authors were satisfied. 
Further, the paper was peer-reviewed as part of the submission to the Obesity Reviews journal.  

The article was submitted, accepted and published in Obesity Reviews as part of CO-CREATE 
supplement on the 22nd of November 2022 (M54). 

Results 

The draft journal submitted in M18 was entitled ‘Lessons learned from a pilot European Policy Scan 
for physical activity in the CO-CREATE project: challenges and opportunities’. It outlines the 
challenges associated with conducting a global and targeted in-depth European policy scan for diet 
and physical activity journal article. 

Following feedback received from the peer reviewers in Obesity Reviews, the title of the article was 
changed to “Scan of physical activity policy actions in Europe: Lessons learned from populating the 
MOVING database”.  The final published manuscript is attached to this report (Appendix 1). 
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Discussion 

There are some preliminary learnings based on initial results. The methodology for the 
comprehensive European Scan is identifying physical activity policy actions as anticipated and uses 
inclusion criteria that generate robust and relevant results. The experience of the scans also showed 
us how important the verification process and working in partnership is, as it provides an opportunity 
to confirm whether a policy does meet the inclusion criteria. 
 
The results show that with appropriate planning and resourcing, it is feasible to conduct the 
European Comprehensive scan for physical activity policy within the duration of the project. 
Preliminary calculations based on the results of searching 3 countries suggested that it would take 18 
person months to complete the search stage of the scan. Subsequently, WCRF adapted to the 
resourcing requirements and engaged another full time policy analyst to ensure that the programme 
of work is completed. 
 
It is important to note, however, that the European comprehensive scan results did not take into 
account performing the global scan at the same time or any delays in the verification process and 
searching for evaluations.  Although the verification is a crucial part of this process, the initial 
verification stage took longer than anticipated with countries taking anyhere from 6 to 18 months to 
verify.Following delays in the verification process, it was decided to contact the in-country 
government experts at the beginning of the scan, rather than after identifying policy actions, to 
minimize delays. The analyst also requested that in-country government experts notify them of 
changes to policy actions that needed to be reflected in the database. Additionally, it was found that 
while plans and strategies did not meet inclusion criteria, they were useful in identifying associated 
policy actions that did meet these criteria. As a result, using citation chaining from plans and 
strategies was added as a supplementary technique to bolster the search process. 
 
The comprehensive scan process analysis suggested it would be beneficial to think about some small 
changes to the methodology for the comprehensive European scan. As the search stage generated 
many results all at once, the policy analyst elected to collate all search results in a group and then 
reach out to in-country contacts with all results for verification, rather than take a piecemeal 
approach that would require many interactions. Furthermore, we also had to focus on the search for 
policies first, with the search for policy evaluations being added as a final step, to be carried out if 
feasible. Initially, the order of searching for  policy evaluations in the original methodology was 
included before a policy action is verified. This would be a too onerous part of the methodology 
overall, and also result in a redundant search for an evaluation of policy action that does not meet 
the inclusion criteria. We thus decided to movethe search for the policy evaluation after the 
verification, as an optional step. Thus, due to  lack of feasibility within the team, global scans and 
evaluations were undertaking on an ad-hoc basis. Currently, the MOVING database includes 720 
policy actions, out of which 4 are from countries outside Europe, and 12 policy evaluations. 
 
The identification of local policies in the pilot also questioned the rationale of only collecting national 
policies (especially when the MOVING framework looks to specifically capture policy actions related 
to urban and rural plans). However, explaning the methodology and the inclusion criteria so as to 
include local policies was considered unfeasible given the duration of the project. In the future, the 
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methodology could be tested in these contexts, based on its proven robustness at national level, but 
would require a separate serarch.  
 

Conclusion 

The process of conducting the comprehensive European scan has provided valuable lessons to refine 
the methodology for undertaking the scan throughout the period of CO-CREATE. It also showed that 
the methodology performs well in identifying policy actions relating to promoting physical activity. In 
total, 27 European countries  were scanned andwere included in  the final version of the paper which 
was submitted and accepted for publication in the Obesity Reviews journal.  
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Appendix 

The attached document 

Scan of physical activity policy actions in Europe: Lessonslearned from populating the 
MOVING database 
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Summary

Adequate levels of physical activity are important for population health. Policy

databases can track, monitor, and compare the development and implementation of

physical activity policy actions and are populated by different methods. The new

MOVING database, developed through the Confronting Obesity: Co-creating Policy

with Youth (CO-CREATE) project, collates governmental policy actions designed to

increase physical activity and is populated by an in-depth scan of implemented

national policy actions.

This paper presents lessons learned from conducting the policy scan across 27

European countries. Policy actions were identified using a structured search protocol

from preselected sources, assessed against pre-specified inclusion criteria and

verified by an in-country expert. 625 eligible national implemented policy actions

were identified.

Challenges included policy actions falling out of scope, a lack of available information

on policy actions, difficulty in identifying policy actions using specific search terms,

and increased resource requirements for translation of policy actions into English.

The scan indicated improvements, which informed protocol modifications.

Identifying the challenges and opportunities around conducting a policy scan is

necessary to understand and assess the reliability, validity, and utility of a policy

database. The policy scan will help to deliver a comprehensive picture of physical

activity policy actions across Europe.

K E YWORD S

noncommunicable disease, obesity, physical activity, policy scan, public policy

1 | INTRODUCTION

Regular physical activity is an important factor in tackling noncommu-

nicable diseases (NCDs), and helping to prevent overweight and

obesity,1 which are also important risk factors for NCDs such as

cancer, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease.2 Currently, the World

Health Organization (WHO) reports that member states are off track

to meet targets in the WHO Global NCD Action Plan 2013–20303 to

achieve a 10% relative reduction in the prevalence of insufficient

physical activity.
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Public policies—including health policies—which can be generally

defined as “a system of laws, regulatory measures, courses of action,

and funding priorities concerning a given topic promulgated by a gov-

ernmental entity or its representatives,4” provide important tools for

creating environments conducive to increasing levels of physical activ-

ity through mechanisms such as laws, regulations, and guidelines.

While the WHO Global Action Plan on noncommunicable dis-

eases3 highlighted the importance of legal strategies and arrange-

ments for the prevention and control of NCD risk factors such as

physical inactivity, progress in implementing laws has been limited.5

The lack of progress is partly due to the difficulty in identifying rele-

vant laws from the wide range of laws that could conceivably impact

physical activity.6 Therefore in this paper, physical activity policy is

defined more broadly than just legal measures and includes agendas,

structures, funding, and processes that affect the development, imple-

mentation, or adaptation of physical activity interventions,7 which is a

definition also used by other authors.8–11

Policy databases serve as repositories of information on relevant

public health policies, which may include those to tackle obesity and

increase levels of physical activity as the public health community

often has the need to track and evaluate public policy actions across

jurisdictions.12

Collating this information can support government action to mod-

ify existing policies, inform future work, track progress, identify gaps in

specific policy areas, and reduce duplication of effort. Policy databases

can also serve as tools to support analysis of policies between or within

countries. Databases can have a number of functions, such as policy

surveillance, which will seek to evaluate longitudinal changes in the

adoption and scope of policies on a given topic, across jurisdictions and

over time, for use in larger-scale policy impact and evaluation studies,

whereas the goal of policy tracking is to monitor the policy status

(e.g., introduced, amended, repealed, referred to committee, vetoed, or

passed) of a given piece of legislation, regulation, or topic of interest.12

For example, the WHO Global database on the Implementation of

Nutrition Action (GINA)13 was conceived with the idea of consolidating

country experiences and sharing success stories on a global platform so

that best practices and benefits could be available for interested coun-

tries.14 Systems that carefully monitor the presence and content of laws,

policies, and research, in conjunction with monitoring population health

outcomes, are an important way to examine the impact of a policy on

communities, systems, environments, and individuals.15 Several health

policy databases (such as the Alcohol Policy Information System,16 the

Prescription Drug Abuse Policy System,17 and Law Atlas18) collect and

track legal and regulatory measures as policy surveillance.

Databases can be populated by a range of methodologies such as

systematic searches through a policy scan, surveys, and solicitation

emails to gather information. For example, the Global Observatory on

Physical Activity (GOPA) country cards,19 which provide a status over-

view of physical activity plans and activity levels, are developed from

summarized physical activity data from the World Bank, as well as

information about country-specific physical activity behaviors and

physical activity national plans through surveys of online databases.20

An understanding of methodologies used is important to better

understand and assess the reliability, validity, and utility of the infor-

mation included in such databases and how they can be used to con-

tribute to policy development processes.

Administering surveys is a common method used to collect data

for policy databases. For example, the WHO NCD Repository21 col-

lects data through the NCD Capacity Country Survey,22 and the

Healthy Food Policy Project database of local laws and policies in the

USA sends a solicitation email with an online survey through various

listservs to universities, research centers, and local government.23 The

Canadian Policies Prevention Directory24 uses a different approach,

utilizing robot technology to capture publicly available policy informa-

tion online from the Canadian Legal Information Institute25 website

and various Canadian municipal websites. The filtered information is

then manually assessed against the Directory inclusion and exclusion

criteria.

Another approach employed is searches of research databases—

as is the case for GOPA, which also conducts systematic searches of

physical activity literature in PubMed using specific search terms.19 A

further technique is to solicit information from users by having an

open-source function. For example, the NOURISHING nutrition policy

database26 and the WHO NCD Repository21 also give users the ability

to submit information. To ensure information is accurate and up to

date, some repositories, such as the GOPA country cards19 and the

NOURISHING database,26 use an in-country government expert or

volunteer to verify submitted information.27,28 Some databases use a

combination of methods to gather data. For example, the WHO GINA

database gathers data in three ways—WHO policy monitoring, includ-

ing policy surveys and questionnaires; monitoring of partners such as

the NOURISHING database; and data submitted by registered users.13

For the Global Abortion Policy Database, a data extraction question-

naire was developed; an extensive search for source documents is

conducted; and data are extracted, cross-checked, sent to countries

for review, cross-checked again, and uploaded.29

The MOVING database of physical activity policy actions26 (and

its sibling, the NOURISHING database) uses a combination of

methods and is populated by an in-depth systematic policy scan and

in-country government expert verification.27,28 It was developed by

World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) International as part of the 5-

year project Confronting Obesity: Co-creating Policy with Youth (known

as the CO-CREATE project),30 funded by the European Union's Hori-

zon 2020 research and innovation program. CO-CREATE, which

started in 2018, has an overarching aim to reduce child and adoles-

cent obesity and its co-morbidities by working with adolescents to

develop, inform, and disseminate evidence-based policies to tackle

obesity in young people.30 While several different policy databases

exist in relation to a range of NCD risk factors, the project identified a

gap of a repository that contained in depth information about physical

activity policy actions that could be used by youth to empower them

to take part in participatory policy processes. Consequently, a data-

base and search protocol were developed.

The MOVING database is structured and organized around the

MOVING physical activity policy framework (which was also devel-

oped as part of the CO-CREATE project),31 which consists of six
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policy areas within which governments should take action to promote

physical activity (Figure 1). The policy areas of the framework are

comprised of sub-policy areas, which are groupings of policy actions

with a specific focus. The MOVING database provides an overview of

government policy actions implemented at a national level from

around the world.

To meet our definition of a “physical activity” policy action, there

must be a physical activity promotion goal or co-benefit, although the

policy action may have had a primary objective focused on a policy

area beyond physical activity promotion. Therefore, for the purposes

of this paper, and in light of the lack of implementation of legal mea-

sures, the paper focuses on the collection of policy actions, defined as

an individual measure and action to promote physical activity, which

include laws and regulations, programmatic interventions, and public

information campaigns.

This definition acknowledges the relationship between policy

instruments (laws and regulations which set out standards and norms)

and the actions taken to implement them. It encompasses the non-

legalistic aspects of physical activity policy, such as physical activity

guidelines32 and information campaigns,33 which WHO34 include in

the policy and governance framework for physical activity. For exam-

ple, the WHO Global Action Plan on Physical Activity6 includes

twenty evidence-based policy actions, including a national communi-

cation strategy, and policies and programs that support walking and

cycling infrastructure as part of a comprehensive policy and gover-

nance response to promoting physical activity.

This paper describes the methods used to collect detailed, up-to-

date information of currently implemented policy actions promoting

physical activity with the purpose of populating the MOVING

database to track the status of policy actions. The paper analyzes the

results of a scan of 27 European countries, describes its findings, and

ends with a discussion on the lessons learned from the scan process

and how these lessons and findings can contribute to the international

evidence base on physical activity policy actions. In particular, the

number of eligible policy actions identified, quality assurance of data,

and whether any modifications to the scan protocol were needed

were examined.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Development of the scan methods

A scan protocol was developed to conduct a comprehensive policy

scan across the 27 European countries. The development process that

comprised four phases—research and interviews; drafting; consulta-

tion; and testing and finalization—is outlined briefly below and cov-

ered in detail elsewhere.27,28

Firstly, the existing NOURISHING methods document was

reviewed. Interviews were carried out with WCRF International staff

in order to capture knowledge and experience on the practical appli-

cation of the methods for populating the NOURISHING database27,28

and to identify databases of policies targeting NCD risk factors.

Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with key-

informants familiar with the development of these NCD risk factor

databases. Based on the findings from these interviews, which

included examples of how policies were identified through search

strategies and automation, insights on different sources of

F IGURE 1 The MOVING
physical activity policy framework
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information and on the importance of quality assurance and pro-

cesses, a draft protocol was developed. This was then reviewed within

WCRF International, among members of its Policy Advisory Group,35

and by a group of academics and practitioners whose expertise was

solicited specifically for this project at a face-to-face expert group

meeting. The search terms were tested on policy actions from four

countries that provided geographical and socio-economic variation

(Denmark, France, Ireland, and Malta). The protocol was then further

refined and finalized based on the discussions of the expert group

meeting.

2.2 | The scan protocol

The resulting scan protocol followed a two-step process to ensure

that information was gathered in a consistent way across

countries.

1. Identification of policy actions relevant to physical activity

promotion.

2. Assessment of the eligibility of the identified policy actions for

inclusion in the database (including a verification process).

The 27 countries chosen for inclusion were informed by the wider

aims and scope of the CO-CREATE project. Selected countries were

either within the European Union and had data available in the Health

Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) Survey 2013/2436 for youth

aged 15 (this age was selected due to the relevance to the overall pro-

ject, and this survey was utilized as the 2018 survey results were yet

to be published) or one of the five focus countries in the CO-CREATE

project (Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, and the

United Kingdom).

Step 1. Identification of policy actions relevant to physical activity

promotion

As outlined in Figure 2, the scan protocol started with a search

for a legislation database of the selected country. If one existed, the

legislation database was searched using a detailed search terms list,

which included all areas of the MOVING framework. For the full list

of search terms, see Appendix S1.

In addition to searching legislation databases, relevant

government websites were identified and searched using search

terms relating to all domains of the MOVING framework (see

Appendix S2). The search included government and ministry websites

F IGURE 2 Process map of identifying policy actions

4 of 11 OLDRIDGE-TURNER ET AL.

 1467789x, 2023, S1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/obr.13523 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [25/10/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



for health, public health, education, transport, communities, sport,

finance, food, labor, trade, environment, agriculture, youth, and

consumer affairs.

If either the government website or legislation database were not

in English, the search terms were translated via Google translate and

used. Policy actions generated by the search were then reviewed (and

translated via Google translate if required).

Finally, the scan protocol concluded with a country-specific sec-

ondary source search on a range of platforms including Google search,

the media (including online newspapers), English language news

media, and sports agencies. This secondary source search was per-

formed to assess whether further information about relevant policy

actions could be identified.

Step 2. Assessment of the eligibility of the identified policy actions

for inclusion in the database (including a verification process)

The results of the policy scan were reviewed against the following

inclusion criteria:

1. National level policy actions: Only national-level policy actions,

which align with the focus of the MOVING framework and the

scope of the CO-CREATE project to identify physical activity poli-

cies across Europe, were collected and included in the database.

2. Government action: A policy action must be a government action,

an action implemented in partnership with the government, sup-

ported, sponsored, or endorsed by the government. Programs or

interventions run by nongovernmental actors were included only if

they met at least one of the abovementioned criteria.

3. Implemented policy actions: Only policy actions that were fully

implemented—meaning policy actions that are currently in effect

or in force at the time of the scan—could be included in the data-

base. Legal measures and regulations must have come into effect

or be enforceable following official procedures such as assent,

approval, or promulgation. Public awareness campaigns, which

were no longer running, were included in the database only if they

are national and had taken place in the past 5 years.

4. Related to the promotion of physical activity: For a policy action to

be included in the database, it must have or had a physical

activity promotion goal or co-benefit (e.g., increasing physical

activity in school or promoting active travel) although it may have

had a primary objective focused on a different policy domain

(e.g., environmental sustainability and health). Policy actions pro-

moting professional sport were not within the scope of the MOV-

ING framework and were not included in the database.

5. Sufficient information available: The policy action needed to have

sufficient information available such as the name of the policy

action, implementation, and/or publication date and enough infor-

mation to draft a policy description.

6. Related to one of the policy areas in the MOVING framework: For

a policy action to be included in the database, it must have fit

within the scope of one of the six policy areas and corresponding

sub-policy area of the MOVING framework. Policies were

categorized under the relevant sub-policy area name (which were

designed to be self-explanatory distinctive categories that subse-

quently informed the development of the key search terms). A pol-

icy that included several policy actions could therefore be

categorized under several sub-policy areas if it covered a range of

actions. Although the six policy areas are fixed, corresponding sub-

policy areas could be added or edited to better reflect the policy

actions taken by governments (the current sub-policy areas are

listed in Appendix S3).

If the policy action met the inclusion criteria, a policy description

was prepared using a pre-defined format (including the name, the date

when it came into effect, and a short summary including the type of

policy action). This was then sent to an in-country government expert

for verification to confirm all the information was correct and the

policy met the relevant database criteria, through a facilitated intro-

duction by the WHO Regional Office for Europe (WHO EURO). Once

verified, the policy action was added to the database.

The methodology, as outlined in Figures 2 and 3, was used to

scan 27 countries.

The results of the scan were recorded in a data extraction sheet

categorized by country and by MOVING policy and sub-policy area,

with details about the policy action, such as name, description, includ-

ing type of policy action and implementation date. The limitations and

challenges outlined in the protocol document27,28 were also assessed.

The search and identification phase were conducted by a policy ana-

lyst at WCRF International between May 2019 and April 2022.

2.3 | Adjustments to the scan protocol

Following delays in the verification process, it was decided to contact

the in-country government experts at the beginning of the scan,

rather than after identifying policy actions, to minimize delays. The

analyst also requested that in-country government experts notify

them of changes to policy actions that needed to be reflected in the

database. Additionally, it was found that while plans and strategies did

not meet inclusion criteria, they were useful in identifying associated

policy actions that did meet these criteria. As a result, using citation

chaining from plans and strategies was added as a supplementary

technique to bolster the search process.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Overall search and verification results

Twenty-seven countries were scanned. At the time of writing,

18 countries have full datasets verified (meaning that all policies

related to a country identified in the scan have been checked by an

in-country expert and confirmed as eligible for inclusion). More

broadly, a total of 625 eligible physical activity policy actions were

identified from across 26 countries (Table 1). On top of that,

OLDRIDGE-TURNER ET AL. 5 of 11
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90 policies still await verification across nine countries. All identified

policies from Denmark are pending verification at this time due to

delays in identifying the relevant in-government contact, and so,

Denmark is not included in Table 1 at this time. Therefore, these

results will change in the future as more verifications take place.

Across the 26 countries, eligible results were identified in all

policy areas of the MOVING framework (Table 1).

3.2 | The verification process

The verification process provided a second step of refinement of the

search results in each country as in-government experts confirmed

the accuracy of the policy description, and that the policy was in

effect at the time of the verification. For example, in the Netherlands,

several policies were excluded following verification because they

were local in scope.

The scan revealed that although the search and identification

process was completed in 18 months, the verification process took

longer, with some verifications taking over a year. The average verifi-

cation length of one country's policy actions was 6 months.

3.3 | Sources of information

When conducting the scan, national legislation databases were often

of mixed quality and could contain incomplete or out-of-date informa-

tion. However, searching government and/or ministry websites using

the basic search term list was particularly effective in identifying

policy actions. Furthermore, many ministries and sources needed to

be reviewed, as anticipated in the search protocol, because effective

physical activity promotion is multi-sectoral in nature. Often data-

bases, websites, and policy actions were in national languages that, as

anticipated, required translation.

4 | DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper was to assess the ability of the MOVING data-

base scan protocol to effectively identify eligible policy actions for the

MOVING database. Results show that policy actions were identified

in all the policy areas of the MOVING framework through the combi-

nation of the search phase and verification process. The large sample

of 27 countries provided a good opportunity to test the ability of the

scan protocol to identify and verify national physical activity policies

in effect. The combination of methods of an in-depth systematic

policy scan and in-country government expert verification provided an

effective range of ways to identify eligible policies, given the known

challenges of solely relying on a survey, or expert verification or a

policy scan.

While some policies are still pending verification, the results

and repeated experiences in conducting the policy scan provided a

saturation of findings. The results demonstrated that using a sys-

tematic approach for the policy scan to obtain and analyze infor-

mation about relevant policy actions within a defined scope can

identify and create a knowledge base of policy actions that are

F IGURE 3 Process map of the policy action selection procedure and verification process
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currently in effect. More broadly, the results of the scan also

highlighted the importance of the verification process in confirming

the eligible results identified of the first part of the scan

(identification of policies) and as a further source of data. These

findings contribute to the research literature on identifying

physical activity policy actions and populating a database of policy

actions.

Beyond identifying eligible policies for inclusion in the MOVING

database, there were several interesting findings during the scan.

Additional sub-policy areas within the MOVING framework were

needed to appropriately reflect the range of policy actions identified

in the search, such as walking and cycling infrastructure, design guide-

lines for sport facilities, and policy actions related to active transport

to and from work.

TABLE 1 Results by policy area of the MOVING framework.

Results for 26 countries

M—make
opportunities
and initiatives
that promote

physical activity
in schools, the
community and
sport and

recreation

O—offer physical
activity
opportunities in
the workplace

and training in
physical activity
promotion across
multiple

professions

V—visualize and
enact structures
and surroundings
which promote

physical activity

I—implement
transport

infrastructure
and
opportunities
that support

active societies

N—normalize and
increase physical
activity through
public

communication
that motivates
and builds
behavior change

skills

G—give physical

activity training,
assessment, and
counseling in
healthcare

settings Total

Austriaa 3 0 10 0 6 1 20

Belgiuma 22 4 1 4 8 3 42

Bulgaria 2 0 1 1 3 1 8

Croatia 7 1 0 0 1 1 10

Czechia 3 1 0 0 0 0 4

Estonia 10 4 4 1 2 0 21

Finland 16 6 3 7 10 2 44

France 13 5 8 4 9 1 40

Germany 6 1 3 8 4 0 22

Greecea 4 3 2 0 8 2 19

Hungarya 8 4 1 3 4 0 20

Irelanda 19 5 5 7 12 3 51

Italya 11 1 0 0 6 1 19

Latvia 6 2 1 0 2 0 11

Lithuania 10 4 5 2 7 3 31

Malta 9 0 0 0 2 0 11

Netherlands 7 3 1 2 1 2 16

Norwaya 15 3 13 2 4 2 39

Portugal 11 1 3 4 8 3 30

Polanda 13 4 4 0 2 0 23

Romania 4 0 0 0 1 0 5

Slovakia 7 2 3 4 1 1 18

Slovenia 6 2 6 11 8 1 34

Spain 9 5 2 2 12 2 32

Sweden 2 0 3 2 1 1 9

UKb 13 1 8 9 7 8 46

Total 236 62 87 73 129 38

Total

results

625

aAwaiting verification.
bUK policy actions include those that apply across the whole UK and to England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. It is important to note that one

policy action may apply to more than one country (for example, it could apply to both England and Wales).
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Furthermore, the scan identified local policy actions in the search

process, some of which were both simultaneously national and local

in scope. For example, there have been cases where a policy action is

supported by the Government, in the form of national funds, but is

run by the municipalities at local level, such as the Sustainable Travel

Access Fund run by the Department for Transport in the UK.37 The

scan also revealed that some national policy actions were first rolled

out at local level, as the search criteria often identified local results.

The results show that these actions are usually related to programs

promoting the use of bicycles for transport.

While local physical activity policy actions were identified at the

search stage, they were then excluded by the eligibility criteria

and/or verification process. However, the initial identification of local

physical activity policies confirms that physical activity policymaking

occurs at several administrative levels. In light of this, the exclusion

of local policies will be kept under review and revisited when subse-

quent scans take place to ascertain if it would be worthwhile to

include local policies in future versions of the protocol, given the

value this could bring to the knowledge infrastructure about physical

activity policy.

Employing the scan protocol also identified a series of challenges

such as the lack of available information about policy actions and

delays in the verification process, which led to adjustments to the

scan protocol.

Out-of-scope results included expired policy actions, policy

actions which were not endorsed by the government (such as policy

actions developed and run by nongovernmental organizations

and/or other institutions), local policy actions, policy actions that did

not have a clear scope of increasing the physical activity of the pop-

ulation, and policies that did not fall within the definition of a policy

action.

The scan generated opportunities to improve the protocol and

generate learnings associated with conducting a targeted in-depth

European policy scan for physical activity. The length of search time

was exacerbated by the limited information available for policy actions

promoting physical activity, which was already identified as a possible

challenge within the protocol. The difficulty of identifying information

for policies online was also highlighted by two papers describing the

methodology of a policy scan of laws and policies related to the health

of US immigrants38 and of the methodology populating the Preven-

tion Policies Directory in Canada using a web custom web crawler.39

Both papers stated that the information on policies accessible online

is not always up to date. However, the search process of our method-

ology relies on the review of several sources and the verification pro-

cess, all of which can support the identification of further information

and overall accuracy.

Furthermore, the scan demonstrated that the verification of pol-

icy actions is a time-consuming two-step process, which inevitably

adds delays. WHO EURO facilitated introductions to in-country gov-

ernment experts, who were then approached to verify country results.

The time taken to complete this task ranged from 1 week to over a

year, with the average length taking around 6 months. This was exac-

erbated by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the availability

and the workload of the verification experts, the majority of whom

work for health ministries, which had started when the searching and

identification step was completed and the verification process began.

Furthermore, the multi-sectoral nature of physical activity policy

added further complexity as many different relevant ministries and

institutions needed to be contacted to verify policies. For example,

approximately 25 different experts in Norway had to be contacted for

61 policy actions identified. It is anticipated that updating the data-

base will require less time given that the quantity of policies needing

verification will be fewer and a relationship will be established with

the verification contact.

A similar challenge was identified by Politis et al.39 in their

paper testing the methodology populating the Prevention Policies

Directory in Canada using a custom web crawler. In their paper, they

highlighted the lengthy time required for quality assurance of the pol-

icies identified by the web crawler, as the validation of all the infor-

mation by a policy analyst was still ongoing by the time the paper

was published.

Another challenge was the language barrier. The need to trans-

late search terms and policy documents could have introduced dis-

crepancies in wording and meaning. Such discrepancies could be

seen in existing documents, when policy actions that were only

available in the national language were cited in English, and under

various translations of their names. The translation also added extra

time to the process. However, the in-country verification process

was an opportunity to obtain language and translation clarification

of the policy actions to determine eligibility. The issue of a language

barrier is not unique. In the paper on the Prevention Policies

Directory,39 a web custom web crawler was used to scan for policies

in Canada available in both English and French, and a bilingual policy

analyst had to be employed in order to perform the quality assur-

ance review. It was also noted that there was a perceived advantage

to searching for policies in mother-tongue language-speaking

countries.

During the scan, the protocol was improved due to these arising

challenges. For example, the use of citation chaining from plans and

strategies was integrated into the search process, given how success-

ful the technique proved to be in enhancing the search process.

In addition, the protocol was updated to specify that in-country

government experts should be contacted at the beginning of the

search process and invited to provide essential policy documents

and sources at the start of the scan. This change in approach helped

build a relationship with in-country government experts and facili-

tated the sharing of information about new and updated policy

actions.

It was also recognized that more policy actions might be imple-

mented and/or expired during or after the scan, which means that it is

likely that some policy actions will be either missing from the database

or will no longer be eligible. In the UK for example, the UK Physical

Activity Guidelines,40 which were initially identified in the scan, were

updated by the Department of Health and Social Care after the com-

pletion of the scan. However, as policymaking is an ongoing process,

this is to be expected, and a cutoff point had to be applied to the scan
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once the policy action was verified. To ensure the database remains

up to date, in-country government verification contacts will be con-

tacted to enquire about any new policies or changes needed to inform

database housekeeping.

4.1 | Strengths and weaknesses

In terms of the contribution of this paper, it describes a methodology

used to successfully identify government-supported physical activity

policy actions at national level across 27 European countries. The scan

protocol was able to identify policies that can then be used for cross-

country comparison purposes, given that the policies were identified

in a systematic and uniform way. To our knowledge, only a handful of

similar papers38,39,41,42 describe the methodology of performing policy

scans for health policies, with several focusing on one country

(US and Canada), including a search for state and national level poli-

cies, and one at a global level, focusing on the collation of COVID-19

pandemic policies. This paper understands that no paper specifically

describes the collection of physical activity policy actions to the same

scope or level of detail.

Additionally, while other physical activity tools exist, such as the

GOPA country cards,19 they only include information about physical

activity guidelines and plans, and not policy actions. Furthermore, the

country cards do not include a description of the policy.

Accordingly, this paper contributes information about what scan

methodologies were used in populating the MOVING database and

how physical activity policy action databases can successfully identify

policies. It also provides a basis for more studies to compare findings

across different database methodologies to provide further insights in

future research.

A limitation of the paper relates to the definition of “physical activ-
ity policy action,” which includes interventions. According to a political

science perspective, interventions should not be included in the defini-

tion.7 However, it was decided that as the purpose of the MOVING

database was to fill an information gap about the status of physical

activity promotion by national governments, especially given the

known gap of legal measures, that a wider range of measures should

be included. Furthermore, the use of a broader definition of physical

activity action would best serve research, policy tracking, and advocacy

activities, as well as the broader activities and goals of the CO-CREATE

project. It also contributes to a deeper understanding of how govern-

ments promote physical activity and the measures they use.

Additionally, an analysis was not prepared of the ineligible policies

identified in the search phase of the scan to assess the full sensitivity

of the search terms and inclusion criteria—however, this was obviated

by the identification of relevant policies. Furthermore, it is important

to note that this paper was prepared with the partial completion of

the scan and that there may be more findings generated when it is

completed. However, there was a high confidence rate of the current

findings given the repeated experiences in conducting the scan.

Moreover, while the scan records the type of policy action, the

database can only search by policy area/sub-policy area and country

and does not have functionality to search or filter by type of policy

action. While information about the type of policy action is included

in the policy description, future development work on the database

should consider adding this specific search functionality to improve

analysis capability on the types of policy actions deployed to promote

physical activity.

While the paper describes efforts to conduct policy tracking

across Europe, ad hoc updates will be performed on an annual basis

to check if any policies have expired or changed. This will not be done

however to undertake policy surveillance but to maintain accuracy of

the datasets.

Consequently, this paper will be relevant to efforts of a range of

stakeholders, including policy-makers, researchers, and civil society

actors. This paper informs policy-makers by contributing to the knowl-

edge base on government action to promote physical activity. It also

informs researchers with knowledge about how similar databases can

be developed and enhanced in the future. Furthermore, the paper

describes how the database seeks to be a comprehensive and accessi-

ble resource to be used by youth in participatory policymaking

processes.

In the addition, the paper also provides methodological informa-

tion about how the MOVING database is populated and can support

future efforts to assess policies identified to draw broader conclusions

about national or European physical activity policy action and their

impact on population health. Finally, the content of the database can

inform advocacy for policy development by actors such as civil society

through the identification of gaps in policy in specific settings.

Moving forward, this paper can support efforts to study the asso-

ciation of physical activity policy actions, prevalence of obesity, and

NCDs, as it describes the approaches used to populate the MOVING

database and the type and policy actions included.

5 | CONCLUSIONS

The MOVING database is an invaluable repository of a range of physi-

cal activity policy actions from across Europe, which may support pol-

icymaking, research, and advocacy activities. The lessons learned from

conducting the policy scan to populate the MOVING database pro-

vide valuable insights on developing a methodology to populate a

database of physical activity policy. While the protocol generated

comprehensive results on policy actions promoting physical activity, it

has identified several areas for modification. It has also highlighted

the need for and benefit of conducting the scan with the support of

partners such as in-country government experts and WHO EURO,

who can provide translated search terms if required in the future and

verified policy descriptions.

The results of the policy scan provide an opportunity to analyze

different areas of policy to inform future action to tackle physical

inactivity within the CO-CREATE project and beyond. The results of

the comprehensive policy scans will provide insight into the physical

activity policy environment and support further research on the links

between policy environments and public health challenges such as
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childhood obesity. Moving forward, the databases can support activi-

ties to study the implementation and impact of policies.
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