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How to exercise safely in later life
While many people see later life as a time to slow down, it's vitally
important to stay physically active. But it's important to do it safely,
particularly if you haven't exercised before.

We all know the importance of staying active. Whatever your stage of life,
physical fitness can lower your risk of a whole host of health conditions, and
make you feel better to boot.

These benefits become even more pronounced as we get older. Not only is
physical activity one of the main contributors to longevity, but it's also a
factor in how much independence and mobility we can expect to maintain
as we age.

Studies have shown that even light activity is enough to help you live
longer. And a new study by Abertay University found that as little as one
minute of weekly exercise (sprint interval training on a stationary bike) was
enough to provide some health benefits for older people.

"Any exercise is better than nothing, but exercising three to five times per
week at moderate intensity with a mixture of aerobic and resistance
exercise is ideal," says Dr Leon Creaney, sport and exercise medicine
consultant at the OrthTeam Centre in Manchester. "This is known to reduce
heart disease, obesity, diabetes, osteoporosis, frailty, and many types of
cancer, and even has a protective effect against cognitive decline or
dementia. In fact, there is really no condition that appropriate exercise is
not beneficial for."
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Busting the myths
However, on average people do slow down in later life. According to the
latest figures, a whopping 52% of over-75s in England meet the definition of
'physically inactive', meaning they do less than 30 minutes of moderate
exercise a week. This can include any activity that raises the heart rate,
from brisk walking to pushing a lawnmower.

According to a recent survey by Nuffield Health, almost half of Brits over 55
don't think exercise is an important part of lifestyle for their age group, and
one in ten say fear of injury holds them back from joining a gym. For many
older people, exercise may feel like a daunting prospect, especially if they're
already dealing with health conditions or have never been active before.

"There are misconceptions everywhere. We hear well-meaning family and
friends say 'you'd better not do that at your age'," says Stuart Roberts, a
personal trainer, nutritionist, and author of Get Strong, Get Fit, Get Happy: A
Life Manual for 40+. "But it's possible to improve your fitness at any age -
the human body is an incredible thing and it doesn't get enough credit for
what it can do."

His book cites a number of people who've stayed active well into later life.
One notable example is Tao Porchon-Lynch, a 101 year-old yoga master
and competitive ballroom dancer who still teaches a yoga class every
week. Roberts doesn't think these people are necessarily physical outliers,
so much as people who don't believe the myths around ageing.

"The internet is full of people like this who demonstrate what's possible. It's
important to create a new paradigm of what can be achieved at any age,"
he says.

Dr Creaney adds that there's no form of exercise that elderly people
absolutely cannot do (although you should probably steer clear of high-
impact exercise that involves collision or jerky movements).
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"It's all about what that person has built up the capability to do over time,"
he says. "For example there are still people in their 80s who can sprint and
run marathons. Usually they have built up the capacity to do this over
several years however. The main thing to avoid is extremes - very heavy
lifting, straining, exercise to exhaustion etc. These kinds of exercise are very
high risk, and only of value to young people who are trying to push
themselves to the limit in competitive sports."

Where to begin
Clearly, not every octogenarian is striving to be a yoga master or marathon
runner. So what should you do if you're an average person looking to
improve your health into old age?

"The best advice is to start simply and build up from there," says Dr
Creaney. "If you haven't exercised regularly for a long time it can be difficult
at first, but the key is to exercise regularly. Start with just one or two times a
week at a low intensity. Once the habit has formed, you can start to build
up the frequency, duration and intensity."

It's a good idea to begin with a warm-up and some stretches, preparing the
muscles and joints. And it’s important to pace yourself too, rather than
going out too hard and potentially doing some damage.

"Remember you're not 20 years old, and it takes longer to recover, so rest is
very important after a bout of exercise," says Stephen Macconville, fitness
lead at Nuffield Health. "Build up to regular exercise especially if you haven't
exercised for a long period of time - your body needs to adjust to the
stimulus."

Movement is medicine
While going for a walk is perhaps the easiest place to start, you might also
want to try swimming, cycling, tennis, or a structured class with a good
instructor. Yoga, weight training and Pilates come highly recommended,
not least because they can help reduce the risk of falls.

"If you're new to exercise, I'd recommend taking up yoga or Pilates first,
together with some daily walks or light swimming," says Roberts. "That'll
benefit your endurance, strength and balance and help prevent injuries.
You can’t exercise properly on a bad posture if things are out of line."
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If you have an underlying health condition, you might want to visit your GP
before beginning an exercise programme. However, it's important not to
fear exercise, as staying active can often help alleviate the symptoms.

"Lots of the patients I see with arthritis, for example, seem to just accept it is
part of ageing," says Lyndsay Hirst, a physiotherapist and Pilates teacher
who mainly works with older clients. "Very often they don't realise that
exercise can actually help ease pain and strengthen the joints. I will often
say to my patients 'movement is medicine'. I have had lots of my patients
with back pain come off pain medications by doing Pilates."

In short, you don't need to go from zero to hero and you don't need to
compare yourself to anyone else. It's just about staying as active as you
can, with a view to maintaining your health and happiness well into old age.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss How to exercise safely in later life and find more trusted resources at
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