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T
he irony is that I didn’t think exercise was anything but simply exercise. That’s it, nothing more! As I looked at my friends, I noticed there was no big surprise. They, too, did not think of exercise as medicine. Exercise is just exercise, right? In fact, as I remember back when, it was always “physical education” or PE, nothing more. Yet, here we are in 2018 and scientists from around the world are probing the benefits of exercise as an actual medicine and the dangers of a sedentary lifestyle as the equivalent of a gunshot (i.e., no exercise, early death).

Understandably, given our reliance on medicine and the pill industry, you may find yourself asking the obvious questions: “Where is the pill to avoid having a heart disease?” Or, “Which pills prevent obesity and type 2 diabetes?” Well, the short answer is this: there are no actual pills to prevent either. But, that thing we did years ago in high school, PE, improves strength and balance. There are no pills that will make the skeletal system stronger or will significantly improve stroke volume or grows new peripheral capillaries to provide more blood flow to the muscles.

The only pill that I can think of is not in a bottle. It is “exercise” and it requires getting up from a chair and walking away from the TV. That’s right, regular exercise is not a prescriptive pill, but rather a change in one’s lifestyle that requires the person to engage in regular exercise. And, yes, regular exercise will improve the immune system, burn more fat, and help a person feel better and, yes, younger as well. Regular exercise is essential for good health. But, hardly anyone is interested in “physically” exercising. After all, once again, it is a form of physical work. 

Yet, research articles from around the world have indicated for decades that exercise has a major positive influence on preventing chronic diseases and disabilities. Researchers indicate that exercise can virtually renew the body from inside out across numerous pathways, including hormonal, metabolic, neurological, and mechanical. Most everyone knows that exercise is good for us, but the majority of Americans do not exercise. In fact, 75% of the population in the United States does not meet the minimum recommendations of 30 minutes of walking or its equivalent in bouts of 8 to 10 minutes. 

The Centers Disease Control (CDC) reports that walking and bicycling by children aged 5 to 15 dropped 40% between 1977 and 1995. As an obvious outcome, the CDC reported in 2003 that obesity had become “the” public health problem in the United States.  Unfortunately, with an increase in body fat there is an expected increase in type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and a host of other chronic diseases that will predictably reduce the lifespan of young adults.

The health problem is the lack of regular exercise to offset the sedentary lifestyle. Too many calories consumed and too few expended is a major part of why we are living with more health problems. Other issues have to do with the lack of exercise to maintain molecular changes throughout the cells of the body, from the muscular system to the immune system and beyond. All of this is to emphasis that being sedentary is an independent risk factor for a multitude of diseases. Very likely this means that watching TV as often as American do is as bad in leading to obesity and diabetes as is true of other sedentary behaviors.

Think about this, if a sedentary lifestyle results in obesity and obesity results in diabetes, which is a major precursor to heart disease, stroke, kidney issues, and nerve damage, and diabetes, and all these diseases are on the rise among Americans, then, it is should be obvious that the American lifestyle is killing agent. We are choosing to live in a way that shortens how long we would have otherwise lived and, if being alive is important to us, why aren’t we doing something about it? Why? It appears the short answer is that we want the easy way forward, such as: “Where is the actual bottle of pills that produces the same effects as regular exercise?”  

Well, the bottom line is that there isn’t a pill that a medical doctor can prescribe to result in changes throughout the body that are similar to what regular exercise does. That’s right … that means each and every person must get up and move from his or her chair and start walking for 30 to 45 minutes per day. Why, because it will lower the risk of developing type 2 diabetes by ~40% (given the positive effect of exercise on lowering body fat). To make such a decision, that is, to exercise daily is to also acknowledge that there will be a loss of visceral fat with a predictable decrease in the likelihood of dying from cardiovascular disease (because the person is less likely to be diabetic). Exercise also helps to ensure that the muscles have an increased access to blood glucose, which is either stored as glycogen or is used to increase the energy at the cell level for muscle contraction.  

Also, on a positive note is that the decision to exercise will raise the level of the “good” cholesterol. Blood pressure will decrease among other positive changes that have to do with clotting factors and inflammation to help decrease the risk of heart disease. These are all important reasons to exercise, and they are reasons that are explained to the client and/or patient by the ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists. As healthcare professionals, they understand the importance of speaking to the power of regular exercise to cause the endothelial cells that line the blood vessels to synthesize nitric oxide. This is good because nitric oxide is a relaxing factor that ultimately allows for an increase in blood flow. Thus, the fact that exercise increases nitric oxide, which results in less stiff blood vessels mean that exercise helps to normalize the blood pressure. The result is a statistically significant decrease in strokes and other vascular problems.

Given the abovementioned benefits of exercising, why aren’t Americans getting up from their chairs and going aside and walking a mile or two several times a week? Is it because it is just PE, that is, exercise, which is physical activity? Is it true that exercise will always take a back seat to mental activity? Well, if that is the case, and if exercise continues to be thought of as less “than desirable to contemplate”, then the risk of developing colorectal cancer will continue to increase. On the other hand, if Americans were to get up from their persistent sitting and engage in a brisk walk three times a week, they would experience approximately a 40% decrease in the risk of colorectal cancer? What do you think? Do what to exercise or have cancer? Do you want life or death? Do you want stronger muscles or sarcopenia? Do you want strong bones or increased likelihood of fractures? Stronger heart, increase in red blood cells, and a normal blood pressure or a weaker heart, decrease in oxygen carrying capacity of the blood, and an increase in blood pressure? 

Yes, exercise is medicine. Exercise is the new medical pill, but it is taken by the body and mind while exercising. It is not a traditional pill consumed at the mouth level. Instead, just about every type of cell in the body is influenced in a positive way that ultimately improves quality of life and duration of life. Exercise is a drug, but not just any drug and certainly not your typical pharmaceutical drug. It is a drug that all young children should be taking in the form of regular exercise. But, instead, ~80 million Americans over age 6 are entirely inactive. They are subject to early death by any number of causes. Being physically inactive, they are also subject to a host of other health problems (including but not limited to arthritis, low back pain, anxiety, and depression).

Despite the research on the consequences of a sedentary lifestyle, Americans (and people from all around the world) remain non-exercisers. Yet, if they were to exercise on a regular basis, they would live longer with less pain and disability with a surprisingly better mood and mental outlook on life. Hippocrates said, “Eating alone will not keep a man well. He must also take exercise.” In short, whatever diet a person may believe will lead to increased health and well-being, it is never sufficient by itself. The icing on the cake is exercise! Similarly, you can enjoy sitting and watching a football game, but is critical to understand that at some point in life each one of us will have to get up and exercise if we are going to experience the positive effects of the exercise medicine drug. 

There is so much scientific information supporting the mind and body benefits of regular exercise that there is no reason to waste time developing an even larger and more engaging research study. The facts are obvious: Exercise is medicine. Moreover, forget about hoping and waiting for a special bottle of pills from your physician. That is not the answer. The pill we Americans must take is at least 150 minutes of moderate intensity exercise per week, preferably spread out over five days (e.g., five, 30-minute sessions per week) in the form of aerobic exercise. Regular exercise results in better memory with less depression and stronger heart, lungs, and muscles along with new blood vessels and neurons to improve brain function. 

It is also important to engage in resistance training exercises for the development of the upper and lower body muscles and strength. This should be done two to three times per week doing two to three sets per exercise for 8 to 10 repetitions per set. The composition of the exercise medicine prescription is not complex. It is rather simple and to the point. This is also true for the flexibility exercises that should be done at least twice per week in which each exercise is placed into the stretch position for 10 to 30 seconds and then repeated at lease twice. 

In summary, the state of affairs of Americans’ health is contrary to what one would expect of an educated country. The irony is being educated does not help to ensure that we will do what is best for our future health, which would be amusing if not so life threatening. Who would have believed it back when in PE that exercise was adding years to your life? If only we were still exercising, each one of us would be enjoying life and more of it.        
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