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Foreword 

SOMETIMES, WHEN I’M FOLDING THE LAUNDRY OR DOING the dishes, I ask myself: “Did I really stand on the Olympic podium and receive a bronze medal for myself and for Canada?” As long ago as that moment was, the answer is, of course, “You bet I did!” For a little 5-foot-nothing runner from Saskatchewan, it really was a dream come true.

These days, I no longer train or compete, and the only running I do is to keep up with my four kids! However, through my work as InTraining Program Director at the Sport Medicine Council of British Columbia, my passion for fitness has been revitalized as I find myself able to share my expertise with people like you, who for your own reasons have decided you’d like to become more active. Even though at this moment you may be a little unsure of yourself, I know that with proper guidance you will discover how simple starting to exercise can be and how it will make such a difference in your life. On a personal level, it’s been wonderful to be able to help people find an exercise path that is right for them: I had no idea of the tremendous strength and inspiration I would receive from those who truly take charge of their personal goals for fitness and then discover the joy in their accomplishments.

Congratulations to you! You’ve already begun your new lifestyle, because you’ve made the decision that your health is important to you and you’ve started to read this book. Walking for Fitness will  guide you with expert advice, tips and encouragement from people just like you who have improved their health, managed their weight, overcome injuries and stayed motivated by following these simple tried-and-true programs. I know you will find yourself on these pages, and no matter your starting point, I’m confident you’ll be able to take the steps necessary to do what you want to do, be who you want to be and live your best life. 

Happy walking: not only will you be healthier for it, you’re going to have fun!

Lynn Kanuka 
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1
Why Walk?

THE PLAIN AND SIMPLE ANSWER TO THE QUESTION THAT opens this chapter is: the more you move, the healthier you will become and the better you will feel. Walking is, without doubt, one of the easiest ways to improve your health, fitness and overall well-being. For many of us, walking makes up nearly all of our daily activity. And at the end of the day, it’s the sum of our steps that determines the state of our health. You may not perceive the few steps to the car or the quick walk home from the grocery store as exercise, but it’s the accumulation of this activity, or the lack of it, that can determine whether you’re active and healthy or sedentary and unhealthy. From improving your heart health and elevating your mood to maintaining a healthy weight, walking is an ideal form of exercise for almost everyone.

Eleven reasons why walking is great:

1. Anyone can do it.

2. It improves your health.

3. It slows the aging process.

4. It is excellent for heart health.

5. It builds healthy bones.

6. It improves mood and reduces stress.

7. It increases flexibility.

8. It is an effective way to control weight.

9. It is a good form of transportation.

10. It is good for the environment.

11. It is fun and enjoyable.

Anyone Can Do It 

If you can put one foot in front of the other, you can walk for exercise. You can do it! Honest. Most people can walk for exercise—whether you’ve never been active in the past or whether you’re recovering from an injury or a health problem. Gradually increasing the number of steps you take each day is a great way to improve your fitness. The best part is that you can do it almost anytime, anywhere, and all you need is a pair of walking shoes and a good dose of motivation to get you on your way.

Walking Improves Your Health 

Exercise doesn’t have to hurt for it to work. One of the biggest challenges facing individuals who start an exercise program is overcoming the belief that for a fitness routine to be beneficial, it must be rigorous and difficult. The truth is, you just need to become more active  than you are currently to begin reaping the rewards. Once you start walking for exercise, you will realize that over time your strength, energy and confidence will improve.

In this book, we provide you with a walking program that is gradual and progressive. Our long-term goal is for you to be able to walk 30 minutes a day, most days of the week. This is the level of activity recommended for general health by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the American College of Sports Medicine and the surgeon general of the United States. But don’t be concerned if this goal feels out of reach. Remember, this book is a road map for improving your fitness. As with any journey, you get to decide your starting point and your destination.

Every step counts 

It might sound almost too good to be true. After all, how can increasing your fitness be as easy as adding extra movement to your day by taking a quick 10-minute walk on your coffee break or by leaving the car at home and walking to work? It is this simple, because every single step counts. The more you move, the fitter and healthier you become. Whether you begin your walking program by taking a jaunt around the block before dinner a couple of nights a week or by taking a 20-minute walk on Sundays with a friend, the point is to get up and get moving—everyone has to start somewhere.

It might not seem like exercise, but it is 

Cardiovascular exercise is any continuous rhythmic exercise that uses large muscle groups. This includes such activities as walking, jogging, cycling or swimming. A well-exercised heart is able to pump a large amount of blood with fewer beats than a weak heart. A strong heart muscle makes a person more resistant to all sorts of health problems, such as stress and heart attacks. Just as it’s good for the heart to be exercised, lack of exercise can be potentially harmful to your health.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0013_001]Be patient 

The temptation is always to do too  much, too fast and too soon. Walking can be stressful on your body, because there is impact with each step. The body needs time to adjust to the impact of walking. Blasting out the door for your first walk in 4 years isn’t the best approach to achieve an improved level of fitness. Instead, you’ve done the right thing by adopting a well-thought-out, gradual and progressive program. If at first it seems too easy, that’s good. You should always feel as if you could have done more.

Walking Slows the Aging Process 

We will all grow old, but research indicates that by maintaining a regular exercise program such as walking, it is possible to prevent as much as 50 percent of the functional decline associated with aging. In other words, this can be the difference between struggling to bend over to tie your shoes and completing a daily 30-minute walk without any aches or pains.

Furthermore, according to the American College of Sports Medicine’s Fit Society publication, exercise for people 65 years old:

• improves mood and physical well-being 

• improves heart and lung function 

• decreases the chances of illness 

• reduces anxiety and depression 

• slows the aging process 

• improves muscle strength and endurance 

• reduces the risk of osteoporosis 

• minimizes the chances of falling 

Walking after menopause 

Many women are surprised to learn there are significant health benefits to walking after menopause. The  American College of Sports Medicine Web site outlines a recent study that says, “Women 65 or older who increased their physical activity lowered their risk of death during the postmenopausal follow-up period by close to 50 percent.” According to this study, for postmenopausal women regular exercise:

• reduces the risk of coronary heart disease by two-thirds 

• minimizes bone density loss 

• decreases the likelihood of hip fractures associated with falling 

• reduces weight gain and minimizes fat accumulation 

The benefits for boomers 

Baby boomers are the generation of people born between 1946 and 1964. In North America, this is the first generation to understand the connection between being physically active and living a long and healthy life. Boomers, as a group, have been more active than previous generations, but research shows that a large percentage of boomers are overweight and live a sedentary lifestyle.

What are they doing about it? A U.S. study indicates that in 2005 in the United States more than 1.5 million adults aged 55 or older worked with a personal trainer. A separate study shows that adults over 55 are joining health clubs at a higher rate than any other age group. Boomers know that regardless of age, regular exercise has far-reaching benefits, including improved heart health, balance and general attitude about life.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0015_001]Commitment

Make a personal decision to stick to  your program by setting aside the time to walk three times per week, with the longer-term goal of walking for about 30 minutes almost every day. Use your daily planner or your calendar to pencil in your scheduled walking time, the same way you would for any other important appointment. Make exercise a priority just like work and family obligations—it will increase your commitment to your fitness goal.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0016_001]Ways you can prevent heart disease:

• maintain a healthy weight 

• become more active 

• reduce high blood pressure 

• stop smoking 

• lower cholesterol 

• limit alcohol 

• minimize stress 

Health research indicates that people who exercise regularly or have a job that requires them to be constantly on the move suffer fewer heart attacks than people who are significantly less active. As well, those people who are fit and have heart attacks are more likely to survive than their sedentary counterparts.

Walking Is Excellent for Heart Health 

It’s amazing what a few extra steps a day can do for the health of your heart. Heart disease is among the leading causes of death for men and women. Coronary heart disease is caused by hardening of the arteries, which is a gradual buildup of fatty deposits in the arteries surrounding the heart. These arteries provide the heart with the oxygen and nutrients it requires to pump blood throughout the body. The fatty deposits, over time, can grow and eventually restrict blood flow to the heart muscle. If the blood flow in one or more of the arteries is completely blocked, it can result in heart attack or injury to the heart muscle.

Although heart disease is a serious problem, the good news is that it can be prevented and in some cases reversed. One of the major risk factors for developing heart disease is physical inactivity. According to Health Canada resources, adopting an active lifestyle is the most effective way of reducing the risk of heart disease. As a result, walking more is one of the first steps towards improved heart health. Visit your family physician to discuss your concerns and to make a plan that works for you, especially if you have had a heart attack or angina or if tests have revealed that you have clogged arteries.

Walking Builds Healthy Bones 

As we age, our bones have a tendency to become weak and fragile. Women especially are at risk of developing osteoporosis, a condition that is characterized by a decrease in bone mass and bone density and increases the susceptibility to painful bone fractures. Osteoporosis often has psychological and social consequences, such as depression, fear of falling and social withdrawal.

According to Dr. Teresa Liu-Ambrose, assistant professor at the University of British Columbia and a member of the UBC Bone Health Research Group, exercise has a role in promoting healthy bones across a person’s life span. Bone health is affected by genetics, estrogen and other systemic hormones, age, gender, diet, lifestyle factors, medications and physical activity. For example, certain lifestyle factors, such as smoking, and consuming caffeine and alcohol, are associated with high calcium losses. Alcohol abuse is a strong risk factor associated with bone loss. To minimize the risk of low bone density or to increase your existing bone density, most forms of exercise are found to be a strong influence on bone strength and mass. Dr. Liu-Ambrose notes that participating in a regular walking program, such as the ones in this book, has been proven to be effective in improving bone mass density of the spine and the hip.

Walking Improves Mood and Reduces Stress 

Walking is good for the heart and soul. Taking a break from work to go outside for a breath of fresh air and a walk around the block is an effective way to clear your head from the stresses of life. Walking, or any form of exercise, definitely helps to elevate mood and decrease stress, which is why physicians often recommend regular exercise as a way to keep the blues away as well as to combat minor bouts of depression. During exercise the brain releases endorphins, which are brain chemicals that can stimulate relaxation. Basically, endorphins help you to achieve naturally what many antidepressant medications do artificially. Walking, even at a slow pace, can trigger the release of endorphins and in turn make you happier and more relaxed.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0018_001]Stress accelerates the process of aging. Activities like walking help to calm the nerves and alleviate tension.

It’s likely that you’ve experienced some form of stress such as irregular sleep patterns, lack of appetite, irritability, anxiety and general tension. Walking (or any cardiovascular exercise) is an effective way to relax your nerves and reduce your stress levels. Even if it’s just for a short period of time, regular walks can provide an escape from mental stress. Exercising during stressful periods gives you the opportunity to process thoughts and release negativity. This combination of thought processing and endorphins often allows you to create an optimistic outlook, which keeps you from feeling anxious or depressed. A positive attitude can also improve your immune system. When you do anything physical, even a short walk around the block, it refreshes you and gives you an energy boost. It is also a reminder that you are alive!

Walking Increases Flexibility 

One of the most common reasons for not exercising is the fear of tripping and falling that might lead to an injury. As we age, our bones lose strength and mass, and our soft tissues—our muscles, tendons and ligaments— become less elastic and more prone to tearing. Stretching is a great way to loosen up your muscles. According to Louisiana sport medicine physician Dr. Bryan Barootes, “Seniors who have been previously sedentary are often faced with balance and strength problems.” He strongly believes that a gradual walking program helps to improve strength and balance, and by regularly stretching your main muscle areas you will improve your flexibility—the ability of muscles and joints to move through their full range of motion.

If you include stretching exercises in your fitness program, your muscles will become more pliable and decrease your chances of injury. The more flexible you are, the better your balance and the less likely you will be to trip and fall. As well, good flexibility adds to your overall enjoyment in walking and performing regular daily activities such as going up stairs and gardening. In addition to using the walking program in this book, it’s a good idea to regularly include a thorough stretching routine at the end of your walk. For suggestions on a proper stretching routine, refer to appendix A.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0019_001]If you’re an aging senior who wants to increase your  flexibility, hold on to a railing or another stable support and try balancing on one foot while waiting in the grocery store lineup, or try rising up on your toes several times—every different or extra movement like these throughout the course of your day will move your body towards greater flexibility, strength and improved fitness.

WALKER PROFILE 

Dan 

Dan is a 42-year-old office administrator who has had great success in taking the slow and steady approach to weight management. About 2 years ago he realized that he weighed over 200 pounds (91 kilograms), which was significantly heavier than what he saw as a healthy weight for his small frame. After speaking with a few friends who are physicians, Dan realized that if he didn’t make changes to his lifestyle and eating habits, he would continue his walk towards obesity. These same friends also warned him about the far-reaching health concerns associated with obesity, such as diabetes and heart disease. Dan says, “My parents are in their sixties and they don’t have any health problems. I didn’t want to be another obesity statistic. Also, I hated the feeling of being overweight.”



Once Dan realized that he needed to lose some weight, he spoke with his wife about changing his diet, and she was immediately supportive. Dan made the decision to eat smaller portions and to make an effort to get a greater balance of protein, carbohydrates, fruits and vegetables. He now walks for exercise four to five times a week for 30 minutes. During the week, most of Dan’s exercise is done during his lunch break at a local health club, where he walks on the treadmill. On the weekends, he does his banking and grocery shopping on foot, as he finds this to be an easy way to get in some exercise while taking care of his errands. Dan says, “Weight loss isn’t a secret. It’s about regular exercise and eating a balanced diet.”

[image: 9781553652199_content_0020_001]Thin isn’t always in. Keep in mind that thin doesn’t  necessarily mean healthy. After all, we all know of thin people who smoke, eat poorly and drink an excessive amount of alcohol. Instead, if you focus on your behavior and make relatively small changes to your activity level, you can have a significant positive impact on your health risks.

Walking Is an Effective Way to Control Weight 

Yes! Walking will help you manage your weight. If you are interested in making some changes to your weight, it’s important to first understand that weight gain occurs when you take in more calories than you expend. For example, if you regularly take in 100 calories more a day than you expend, this means a weight gain of roughly 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms) per year. Restricting your food intake may lead to short-term weight loss but on its own it is not a long-term solution. As an active person who walks, you need food to maintain your energy and your desire to exercise.

Sandy Friedman, a counselor and writer in the field of eating disorder and prevention, believes people focus too much attention on their weight. “Focusing only on what the scale tells you can be detrimental to people’s self-esteem and long-term success. Too often self-esteem is tied to an arbitrary number, which can result in people feeling as though ‘I’m not good enough as I am,’” says Friedman. Instead, she encourages people to focus on feeling strong instead of on weight loss. In other words, by saying to yourself “I want to become healthier and fitter” instead of “I want to weigh 145 pounds (66 kilograms),” you are more likely to experience  feelings of success and to feel good about yourself and your body. Everyone’s genetic history is individual, which means that maintaining a healthy body weight is as different and unique as the person. Your genetic profile, sociocultural upbringing and socioeconomic status are factors in determining your body shape and size. For information and suggestions on walking for weight control, turn to chapter 5.

Walking Is a Good Form of Transportation 

Use your feet to commute. By using your feet instead of the car, you can make mundane tasks and errands a lot more enjoyable. In an ideal world you will be able to easily set aside 30 minutes to walk, five to six times a week, but many of you might not have this sort of luxury or flexibility in your work or family responsibilities. With a little creative planning, you can easily add more steps to each day. Here are a few simple suggestions for using your feet more and your car less:


• If you need to pick up some milk at the corner store or you want to rent a DVD for the weekend, leave your car at home and use your feet.

• On the weekends, plan to meet friends for lunch or brunch at a restaurant that is within walking distance of your house. If you will work up a sweat on your walk to the restaurant, take a change of clothes in your backpack to put on when you arrive. You can walk home after your meal or plan to have one of your friends drive you home.

• If you have a passion for gardening, find some homes with inspiring gardens and take a walk along the street so you can get some ideas that you can incorporate into your own garden.

• One of your hobbies might be looking at houses in beautiful or unique neighborhoods. If you see a street that interests you, stop and take a walk or make the street part of a new walking route.


[image: 9781553652199_content_0021_001]A sedentary lifestyle is one of the most common factors  contributing to weight gain.

WALKER PROFILE 

Mary 

Mary, a retired nurse and special-needs instructor, is far from your average 75-year-old. On most days, she walks for about 60 minutes along her favorite path, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Walking alone is Mary’s preference, as she enjoys the solitude and the freedom of dictating her own pace.

Originally from Britain, Mary often walked as a means of transportation when her children were younger since the family had one car, which was used for her husband’s work. When she moved to Canada, Mary continued to stay active with regular walking and cycling.

Ten years ago, Mary was diagnosed with bladder cancer. Many people in a similar situation would have stopped exercising, but Mary walked for pleasure throughout most of her cancer treatment. A few years later, at age 69, she was faced with breast cancer. With the support and love of her husband and family, she endured a lumpectomy, radiation and chemotherapy. Again, she continued walking. Mary says, “I love the outdoors, and I was happy to have my husband join me for many of my walks during that time. I just feel so fortunate to have walking as a hobby, to be given the gift of living in the pristine environment of the Pacific Northwest.”

Mary’s positive attitude, passion for walking and no-excuses attitude is definitely a motivation for anyone interested in improving their health and fitness!


Walking Is Good for the Environment 

Using your feet as a means of commuting is not only good for your health, it’s also great for the health of the environment. According to award-winning scientist, environmentalist and broadcaster Dr. David Suzuki, “Sustainability means living within the earth’s limits. Living in a world where feeding the people does not necessitate polluting groundwater and coastal shore- lines. Where transporting people and goods does not mean polluting the air and changing the climate.”

Living in a sustainable way means taking more responsibility for the choices you make and how you live. This includes everything from what you eat and where you live to the relationship you have with nature. What does sustainability have to do with walking? Plenty. By making a commitment to drive less and walk more, you are effectively improving not only your health but also the air you breathe. It’s estimated that about 50 percent of car use is for trips within 3 miles (5 kilometers) of home. For many of you, this is within walking range.

Walking Is Fun and Enjoyable 

Most people who walk regularly have made it an enjoyable part of their lifestyle. Some people may find walking with friends and family members to be a great way to stay connected while getting some exercise. Others may find they want the solace and peace of mind that often accompanies walking alone. Regardless of whether walking is for solitude or socialization, the point is to make it enjoyable for you.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0023_001]Replacing short car trips with walking is an easy way to get  in the recommended 30 minutes of physical activity you need each day for good health and weight management. Remember, your half hour of exercise can be an accumulation of three 10-minute walks; this might be an easier and more effective way to get in your exercise.

Make walking fun 

Here are some suggestions for making walking more fun:

• If you like the outdoors and love being with nature, find a green space, park or trail near your home and enjoy a short walk in this environment. Most communities offer one of these settings.

• Socializing with friends might be what you’re looking for, in which case you could ask a friend or family member to meet you. After a couple of walks together, you might consider organizing a regular time when the two of you could meet up for your walk.

• If you live in an area with extremely hot weather conditions, consider walking in the early morning hours to avoid the midday heat. Or, if you’re in a cold-weather climate, try walking in shopping malls or on a treadmill at your local community center. 

• Get to know your community. City streets with trees, well-maintained sidewalks and proper lighting are good places for walking. Neighborhood stores, restaurants and banks are easily accessible on foot. Many of these communities also offer a variety of places to walk, such as dirt and grass trails, green-ways, and schools or colleges with outdoor tracks.

• If you live in an urban center surrounded by more concrete and cars than trees and green grass, consider driving or taking public transit to a neighborhood that is more enjoyable for walking.

WALKER PROFILE 

Kenji 

Kenji is a 49-year-old events coordinator with the San Francisco gay and lesbian society. Recently, he was asked to organize a walking group for bereaved widows. He had never heard of walking groups, let alone specifically for widows. Kenji researched walking groups online and was surprised to learn that they are in huge demand. When he posted a sign on the bulletin board at work and sent a brief e-mail to society members, he was overwhelmed by the interest in his own new 9-week walking program.

Kenji’s research suggested that he should have several trained volunteers accompany the walking group. There would be one volunteer for every three walkers, and it would be the role of the volunteers to ensure that participants never walked alone. A few weeks before the program start date, Kenji organized a volunteer-training session with a bereavement counselor. All of the volunteers had lost a friend or family member, so they were ideal volunteer walk leaders.

On the first Sunday of the program, the participants met at a beautiful park in the city. Each week thereafter they assembled at a different greenway in order to keep the walks interesting and to explore various neighborhoods. Most of the participants attended the entire 9-week program, finding the group a great opportunity to be with others who were experiencing a similar loss. The program was such a success that at the end of the 9 weeks, the group decided to continue its weekly walks. Since that first group, Kenji has received so many requests for both bereavement and regular walking groups that he now runs five groups a year. 

Walk to the latest hits 

If you dislike walking on busy streets crowded with cars and people, you might try using a headset or an iPod to listen to your favorite songs. Music can make your walks more enjoyable, and you’re less likely to focus on surrounding noise. A word of caution: if you do decide to use a headset, it’s important to keep your safety in mind.

You need to be aware of your surroundings at all times.

For this reason, walking at night while wearing a headset is not the safest idea, but enjoying your favorite hits while commuting on foot to work should be okay during daylight hours when the streets are busy with other pedestrians. Another idea for music lovers is to walk on a treadmill at the local gym—it’s a great way to get fit and enjoy your tunes while staying out of harm’s way.

[image: 9781553652199_content_0025_001]Top Ten Walking Tunes 

1. “The Walk”—The Cure 

2. “Walk of Life”—Dire Straits 

3. “Walk the Line”—Johnny Cash 

4. “Walkin’ in the Sunshine”—Roger Miller or Frank Sinatra 

5. “Walk Tall”—John Mellencamp 

6. “Walking Man”—James Taylor 

7. “Walk On”—U2 

8. “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’”—Nancy Sinatra 

9. “I Want to Walk You Home”—Fats Domino 

10. “Walk”—Burning Spear 
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