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I
f you are a college professor, ask yourself this question: Are we preparing your students as healthcare professionals or as fitness instructors? Yes, both are good careers, but one is more important at the present time because it is much more likely to result in a sustainable financial career. Which one is it? The short answer is “healthcare”. Today, with the large increase in chronic diseases, healthcare is a very attractive career option for many students of exercise physiology throughout the United States.

Unfortunately, the department chair will say, “Well, what you have been talking about requires our students to take courses from other departments. That means either we hire an exercise physiologist with a graduate degree in epidemiology, health-care business and/or management, or entrepreneurship? If we don’t do that, then our students will have to take the courses from other departments. You do realize that your suggestion would mean the exercise physiology students must complete academic course work in cardiorespiratory function, graded exercise testing and ECG, exercise metabolism, kinesiology (anatomy), biomechanics, sports nutrition, and sports training as well as courses in business, marketing, innovation, and entrepreneurship.”
Earning a living in healthcare by addressing chronic diseases, aging, and frailty is the primary desire of many exercise physiology students. Why, because the health issues of middle-age and older adults are not only at an all-time high, but will get worse during the next 20 to 40 years. Increasingly, the students understand the importance of overseeing individualized exercise medicine prescriptions. They also understand that their education needs to be more complete before they graduate, especially if they are going to be successful healthcare entrepreneurs. Hence, it is reasonable to conclude that the chairperson isn’t being responsible to the students if the exercise physiology curriculum isn’t updated to prepared the students to start and run their own Exercise Medicine practice.

Faulty support of the exercise medicine entrepreneurship represents a great opportunity to improve the academic degree in exercise physiology. Not only is its importance self-evident in healthcare, but also by the increase in self-employment options, as well as the increase in financial income to help pay the college debt of many graduates. This thinking by the ASEP leadership should gain significant traction, given that it helps students to be financially successful while helping society to deal with poor health, fitness issues, disabilities, and chronic diseases.

Given the deaths linked to chronic diseases, exercise physiology is in an excellent position to graduate exercise medicine entrepreneurs. The question is this: Will the college professors (including the Chair and Dean) step up to the plate and promote their graduates with the exercise physiology degree as a public health entrepreneur? Another important concern is whether they will help promote healthcare entrepreneurial course work and training that would require the department to hire an exercise physiologist with the academic background in business and related entrepreneurial courses or have the students take such courses from the respective departments. If the professors are willing to prepare their students for future work that is different from yesterday’s thinking, the students would also take courses within the existing Bachelor of Science in Public Health or a Bachelor of Science in Business Administration.

The addition of business and public health courses would provide students with the healthcare knowledge base and skills to understand and analyze innovation, financial concerns, marketing strategies, legal considerations, and regulatory issues. Likewise, the students of exercise physiology need to understand different revenue sources and customers as well as what to charge for their healthcare services. In other words, a curriculum that promotes entrepreneurial training while in college is imperative as are mentoring experiences and exposure to on-going practices, networking, and start-up opportunities.     

While business courses are not part of the standard curriculum in exercise physiology, the ASEP leaders’ perspective is that they should be. After all, when students graduate from college, they need to understand the specifics of how to apply disease-specific individualized exercise medicine prescriptions as well as the business of healthcare that will very likely continue in accordance with the fee-for-service model. This model will be the primary means to making money and keeping patients and clients healthy. It will also be the means to treating patients and clients with chronic diseases and/or disabilities. Exercise medicine is the key treatment for all adults with the expectation to prevent illness and avoid the effects of chronic disease.  

Entrepreneurial-minded exercise physiology professionals are key players in the wellness industry to ensure that the exercise medicine prescription is safe and appropriate for the patients and clients. Their education and laboratory training will help patients understand the importance of exercise-specific responses, such as oxygen consumption, cardiac output, stroke volume, arteriovenous oxygen difference, blood pressure, double product, and other physiological responses to regular exercise to facilitate monitoring of their own health and well-being. Yet, interestingly, at the same time the patients and clients are being educated, the exercise physiologist who has started his or her own entrepreneurial healthcare business will be experiencing financial challenges and/or financial regulatory considerations that are common to most entrepreneurs.

Fortunately, given the financial incentive to start the Exercise Medicine business, there is also the likelihood of the business decreasing the overall costs to the patient for medicines to keep healthy. Overall, the exercise medicine start-ups by graduating seniors should help bring new perspectives to preventing and treating chronic diseases. In addition to the opportunity of exercise physiologists to generate a financial income to pay their bills and cover debts, their healthcare expertise will help to improve patient care by developing their health, fitness, and well-being. Hopefully, it will also encourage the primary care physicians to refer more of their patients to ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists.

Healthcare in the United States is a huge industry. While we tend to think of healthcare entrepreneurs as physical therapists who are interested in prescribing exercise medicine, exercise physiologists with a bachelor’s degree, but who is ASEP certified have a great opportunity to take the lead entrepreneurially. Also, by being certified by ASEP, the exercise physiology entrepreneurs help to shield themselves from liability. This is not an unexamined topic. The ASEP leaders have described very specifically the Professional Standards of the Exercise Physiologist’s Practice, which is supported by scientific papers and proven ethical thinking that decreases the risks of the patients and clients as well as the providers of healthcare. 

The need for Board Certified Exercise Physiologists to prescribe exercise medicine will increase rapidly in the years ahead. Literally, tens of millions of aging baby boomers will develop serious chronic diseases that range from cardiovascular disease to type 2 diabetes mellitus to a variety of different cancers. This is the case since adults in the United States who are over-65 years of age will double by 2030. To meet the healthcare needs of these adults, there must be a significant increase in ASEP qualified exercise physiologists (especially since the number of graduates from medical schools who want to enter primary care residencies has decreased dramatically). The exercise physiologists would also help patients and clients avoid the expensive services of hospitals and serious adverse drug reactions, deaths, and excess healthcare cost that often go unnoticed to instead monitor the patients and clients for disease predispositions and keep them healthy by adhering to the individualized exercise medicine prescriptions.

Understandably, the profession of exercise physiology is in its infancy, as is true for the American Society of Exercise Physiologists. Many academic exercise physiologists are not yet supporting ASEP, given that they believe several generic organizations are sufficient to present their research. This is a concern for the ASEP leaders, but those who are entrenched in status quo are likely to stay where they have been for decades. Even though this point is a legitimate concern, it is not insurmountable. ASEP is a small organization made of primarily of young men and women who are interested in making a difference. They see the organization as a special opportunity where members are interested in being supported and encouraged to deliver their very best to patients, clients, and athletes throughout the United States. 

In closing, just as the price of good health is the willingness to take charge of your life, accountability is taking ownership of your life. Similarly, the ASEP leadership understands as Winston Churchill said, “The price of greatness is responsibility.” Hence, every ASEP exercise physiologist who takes charge of his or her life as a healthcare entrepreneur is making the commitment to go in the right direction to be a success.   
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