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WELLNESS MILESTONES

Sandra Tunajek, CRNA, DNP

In the past 40 years, researchers have studied the effects of exer-
cise on human anatomy and physiology. The overwhelming con-
clusions show that exercise is not merely good, it is virtually nec-

essary to maintain proper function of physiological systems. More 
recently, much research has focused on the so-called obesity epi-
demic, and it has become very clear that physical exercise can play 
a positive role in the prevention of weight gain and treatment of a 
range of medical conditions. Exercise is considered an investment in 
long-term health and wellness.

The human genome is programed for activity. The body is 
designed to move and burn calories. Everything we eat contains 
calories, and everything we do uses calories, including sleeping, 
breathing, and digesting food. Any physical activity in addition to 
what you normally do will use extra calories. Experts recommend 
that we do 20 to 30 minutes of aerobic activity three or more times a 
week. Moderate-intensity physical activity should be done at least five 
times a week.1

Exercise Benefits
Research has found that regular exercise helps to control weight and 
also reduces the effects of coronary heart disease, hypertension, and a 
number of cancers, diabetes, and osteoporosis. Although there is less 
evidence to support that there is a positive relationship between exer-
cise and psychological wellbeing, literature does suggest that exercise 
correlates with improved quality of life and mood states.2, 3 

Physical activity is body movement produced by skeletal muscles. 
Any movement activity requires energy expenditure. Exercise is a sub-
set of physical activity that is planned, structured, and repetitive and 
includes exercise classes and weight training. However, activities car-
ried out as part of normal daily life, such as walking, climbing stairs, 
and gardening, also count. So do leisure activities such as dancing and 
swimming. There are thousands of ways to move our bodies. Good 
benefits can come from alternatives to running on a treadmill. 

Some people live for the gym, while others find the thought 
dreadful. Certainly, if the activity isn’t enjoyable, motivation will 
quickly wane, and it will become increasingly easy to find an excuse 
not to work out. Of course, no matter how much we enjoy an exer-
cise routine, it can also become boring, and we may lose interest. 

Changing our activities does more than relieve boredom. By 
switching exercise routines, the body broadens physical abilities. The 
body thrives on new experiences, and muscles develop better when 
pushed to new limits with new exercises. 

Choosing the Right Activity
There are several alternative physical activities that provide significant 
benefits of exercise.  When considering which activities to do, bear in 
mind the staples of health and wellness and choose activities that pro-
mote cardiovascular health, strength, and flexibility. It is not so much 
what we do, but that we keep moving. Sometimes the thought of chang-
ing into workout clothes can seem like climbing a mountain. However, 
if we keep it simple and decide to just do a few minutes of anything, we 
start to feel more energetic and are encouraged to keep trying. 

Many of us exercise or work out only when we are trying to get 
in shape or lose weight. However, the value of moving the body goes 
far beyond traditional weight loss benefits. And, we do not necessar-
ily need an expensive gym membership or hours of fitness training to 
make an impact.

We can choose activities that require very little preparation, like 
walking, gardening, or some gentle stretching. Or, we can go to the 
park or playground. Swing with a small child or chase a pet. Throw a 
Frisbee. Do things that are fun!

Remember the fun of riding a bike, jumping rope, rowing on the 
pond, or playing in the pool?

Working out in the pool is good exercise, and, if swimming laps 
seems to like torture, consider water aerobics. Water fitness requires 
use of our core muscles and the continuous resistance forces us to 
engage more muscle fibers through a larger range of motion that 
improves tone. 

Stair climbing can be a great workout. Taking the stairs at any 
speed provides a lot of benefits. Climbing stairs burns calories, 
which can help us better manage our weight, improve strength, and 

Let’s Get Physical
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enhance our cardiovascular fitness. Using the stairs requires no spe-
cial skill, equipment, or clothing, and it burns twice as many calories 
as walking.4

Try hula hooping. Hooping is a way to exercise without feel-
ing like we are. It can be a good way to mix up a routine and keep it 
from being boring. 

The history of hula hooping dates back thousands of years to 
Egypt and ancient Greece. Hooping is similar to most other group 
classes in terms of heart rate and calorie burn. In fact, exercisers can 
expect similar results from hooping as they’d get from boot-camp 
classes, step aerobics, and cardio kickboxing. According to a 2010 
study by the American Council on Fitness, an hour of intense hoop-
ing can burn as many calories as an hour-long run on a treadmill.5, 6

Take a dance class. Whether tango, tap, or zumba, taking a dance 
class is a fun way to connect with others and get the body moving 
to the music. Everyone wants to be fit and to stay in shape. To be as 
fit as possible, we need to incorporate aerobic, muscle strengthen-
ing, and flexibility exercises into our routines. Dancing is an excellent 
exercise for fitness because it constantly works every kind of fitness 
at the same time.

Schedule walks with friends. Walking is a gentle, low-impact exer-
cise that can ease us into a higher level of fitness and health and 
is accessible to just about everybody. It’s safe, simple, and doesn’t 
require practice.

According to findings reported in the American Heart Associa-
tion Journal Arteriosclerosis, Thrombosis and Vascular Biology, equiv-
alent energy expenditures by brisk walking and running produced 
similar risk reductions for major heart diseases. Because they involve 
the same muscle groups and the same activities performed at different 
intensities, the study found similar results for hypertension, hyper-
cholesterolemia, diabetes mellitus, and possibly CHD.7 

Meditation can be used in all kinds of ways to enhance connection 
with the body. Tai chi is a centuries-old Chinese practice designed to 
exercise the mind and body through a series of gentle, flowing pos-
tures that create a kind of synchronized dance. The movement is 
slow, graceful, and fluid. The effort is almost undetectable—a “mov-
ing meditation” that promotes balance, improves strength, flexibility, 
and coordination. Some research also suggests that tai chi may help 
to improve heart function and decrease blood pressure.1 

Benefits Are More than Physcial
Studies continue to support physical activity as beneficial across sev-

eral physical and mental-health outcomes.2 For example, aerobic 
exercises—including jogging, swimming, cycling, walking, garden-
ing, and dancing—have been proven to reduce anxiety and depres-
sion. These improvements in mood are proposed to be caused by an 
exercise-induced increase in blood circulation to the brain and by an 
influence on the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis and, thus, 
on the physiological reactivity to stress.8

As little as 30 minutes of movement a day can promote weight 
loss, improve strength and flexibility, and enhance well-being. Any-
thing that gets people off the couch and burning calories has good 
benefits. Remember to drink lots of water. No matter what we do for 
exercise, the body needs water to stay hydrated.

Making lifestyle and behavior changes is not easy. It takes time 
and effort, and there will be setbacks. But over time, we will start to 
gain physical and mental health benefits as well as improve our phys-
ical performance. Making even small changes in the way we move can 
be meaningful. It is a way to reduce stress, lift our mood, and help 
us sleep better. Exercise can keep us looking, and feeling, younger 
throughout our lives. The key is making it part of a daily routine.■
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We first make our habits, and then our 
habits make us.

John Dryden


