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J
ust as a clock shows the time is 10:00 pm when in fact it is 1:30 pm, a person’s “aging clock” ticks somewhat similarly until it too will eventually stop and life no longer exists. Keeping the aging clock going means that life is ongoing. When it stops, life changes, which raises the question, “Given the desire to live and function without disabilities, what are the primary factors responsible for keeping the aging clock beating? Is it the immune system? Is it the level of acute or chronic inflammation throughout the body? Or, is it the fact that most adults are not interested in initiating much less carrying through with an exercise medicine prescription? Hence, along with the inevitable stiffening of the arteries and other vascular changes, there is the constant loss of bone density while the muscles also decrease in size, strength, endurance, and flexibility? 

Getting older is linked to many changes throughout the body that raises the question, “Why is it that some adults are frail while others aren’t with aging? Is it actually as simple as saying, “If only older adults would be physically active while aging, life would be much different? If so, is aging influenced similarly by exercise starting at an older age versus when younger? Why aren’t more adults, regardless of ages interested in exercising, especially since exercise is reported throughout the scientific literature as a vital healthcare treatment option? What is it that the public doesn’t understand or is simply not interested in knowing regarding the fact that physical inactivity is recognized as a major public health threat to individuals of all ages?

Many articles and books present the benefits of exercise in decreasing long-term health problems, including frailty, heart attacks, strokes, different types of cancer, and dementia. Exercise is important in decreasing the number of office visits to the doctor, hospitalizations, and medications for diseases. In fact, given the benefits of exercise, it is common practice today to refer to “exercise as medicine” or as the ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists say, “Exercise Medicine”. By engaging in a regular program of walking, lifting weights, and flexibility exercises, people of all ages can avoid a wide range of disabilities and illnesses. The benefits are real, and the American Society of Exercise Physiologists has stated this point in numerous publications in its electronic journals.

ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists understand the importance of exercise medicine to improve a client’s musculoskeletal strength, endurance, and independence. They understand that strength is imperative in avoiding falls and injuries as well as the stress and anxiety that goes with the recovery process. Exercise, such as walking every other day also decreases the likelihood of living with hypertension, osteoporosis, diabetes, and numerous other types of diseases. Also, aside from the physical benefits, exercise medicine improves cognitive function. There is in particular the therapeutic benefits of a decrease in feelings of being stressed and depressed that distract from sleeping, being in control of one’s life, and independence.

Hence, if you are a healthcare professional (especially a medical doctor) with limited knowledge and experience in prescribing exercise as medicine and you are working with aging patients, why not contact the American Society of Exercise Physiologists (www.asep.org) to determine if there are ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists in your city or state to evaluate a patient’s motivation and knowledge to safely start an exercise program? The ASEP exercise physiologist will address ways to fit exercise into the patient’s lifestyle, develop an exercise prescription plan specific to the patient’s physiological findings from different tests and exercise equipment, and track his or her daily exercise medicine prescription to document improvement.

After all, ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists have earned the first Board Certification specifically created for exercise physiologists in the United States. The Board Certification demonstrates the professional commitment of the organization to professional standards and guidelines. Candidates who pass the exam appreciate the work of the Board of Directors in recognizing the ASEP members in the professional organization. They understand that Board Certification serves to professionally distinguish ASEP members from non-certified exercise physiologists. The recognition benefits college graduates when starting their own healthcare business, when applying for a job in a private healthcare practice, and/or when seeking employment in a variety of settings that include but not limited to cardiopulmonary rehab, corporation fitness and/or health and wellness programs.

The bottom line is that the Board Certification indicates that the ASEP exercise physiologists have the academic training and laboratory skills to apply exercise medicine in client-specific ways to safely improve their health, fitness, and well-being, especially with adults aged 50 and over who represent over 34% of the U.S. population. Moreover, population growth among 65 to 74-year-olds is expected to increase from 21.7 million in 2010 to 32.8 million in 2030. Imagine the health issues that are linked to cardiovascular and respiratory function, the morbidity and mortality, the anxiety and depression, and cognitive challenges these adults will experience. The number of individuals reaching older age is growing as well as the falls in older adults linked to their functional limitations. This shift in living conditions among aging Americans is expected to be greater than 13 million by 2035. They will face many challenges to their well-being, particularly the decline in physical and mental abilities and social activities. Fortunately, more than 80% of the adults in their 70s will own their homes, which will help to decrease their financial issues except for their insurance cost and property taxes. 

It is noteworthy that aging adults who have overlooked the therapeutic benefits of exercise and physical activity will experience an increase in the presence of chronic diseases (such as high blood pressure, diabetes, heart disease, osteoporosis, stroke, cancer, Alzheimer’s, and Parkinson’s). Their limitations in self-care will increase dramatically, requiring supportive healthcare services for what was years earlier much easier to treat if not avoid altogether. Imagine walking 30 minutes every day of the week at low to moderate heart rate intensity to either prevent or mitigate functional limitations. The evidence in favor of a properly prescribed exercise medicine program is clear. The same is true with muscle-strengthening physical activities that can be carried out with a home exercise program. Increasingly, it is anticipated that more ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists will make house calls and deliver healthcare services to their clients. The ASEP Board of Directors believe this is the future trend in healthcare that will become reality throughout the United States. The healthcare service will save money by implementing a cost-efficient treatment prescription for aging clients in their own homes to help correct and/or prevent health issues from getting worse while also helping to keep down higher medical bills.

The ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists will be financially sustained by the aging population’s expanded access to Medicare and Medicaid under the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Out (PPACA). It is anticipated that the patients, as aging clients, will prefer the home care over becoming an inpatient in a hospital and/or living in nursing home. Moreover, the exercise medicine service in the aging adults’ home is what the Baby Boomers need and want. As Bernhard Schroeder said in his 2021 article, “Ten thousand Baby Boomers turn 65 years old every day, and by 2030, 18% of the U.S. population will be age 65 or older (compared to 13% today).” Think about it for a moment. The increase in older adults means more people at home. Bernhard also said that, “The U.S. home care market is expected to grow from $100 billion in 2016 to $225 billion by 2024.” The growth in home care is a great opportunity for ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists to provide career-driven exercise medicine house calls as healthcare entrepreneurs. Also, it is the opportunity for exercise physiologists to implement telemedicine for their aging clients.

The healthcare market is experiencing change with an increase in opportunities to implement a shift in hospital care to global house calls to reach more patients to provide exercise medicine care to aging adults throughout the U.S. This is a timely reality for ASEP exercise physiologists. It will be an interesting process and a transitional commitment to building an exercise physiology healthcare practice that never existed before. So, it important that exercise physiologists stay strong. Patience is a good thing, especially when working to implement new healthcare programs and strategies that might also be uncomfortable and even threatening to think differently. Why not embrace the words of Peter Drucker who said, “The best way to predict the future is to create it.” Not only does the quote apply to exercise physiologists, but it also speaks volumes for clients and/or patients and their desire to engage in a successful exercise program that will restore a normal range of motion, aerobic power, and nervous system control over desired and/or required daily movement patterns.

In closing, the aging clock continues to tick for all of us. Day after day the clock ticks and physical and mental changes become evident. Yes, the changes are often difficult to see at first but the changes do add up that define the aging process and also for many adults, one or more diseases and/or disabilities. Aside from the documented changes in cardiac function, particularly cardiac output and oxygen consumption, the increase in LDL (bad) cholesterol and the decrease in HDL (good) cholesterol, blood sugar increases with each decade of life, making type 2 diabetes common with aging. The bottom line is that “exercise” can help adults slow the aging process and negative effects of many diseases. So, if you are an ASEP exercise physiologist, share the exercise medicine message with as many people as possible. After all, your education and professional experiences can have an extremely positive influence on the quality of your patients’ and/or clients’ aging because many of the changes that define aging are actually the result of a lifestyle of disuse while 30 minutes of walking every day will produce major anti-aging benefits to live a healthier and longer life.
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