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Health through exercise -
a law of nature 
Jerry Morris & Michael Collins 

Each person is the best iudge 
of what kinds of exercise suit 
him or her. But exercise 
should be broadly encouraged 
by messages from public 
bodies. 

Exercise gives a sense of well
being. It helps to prevent obesity 
and coronary heart disease. It 

helps old people to retain their 
independence. 

Any kind of sensible activity is 
good for y~u. Exercise that is more 
vigorous than you are accustomed to 
improves the bodily processes and 
strengthens the heart, lungs, muscles, 
bones and joints. 

Exercise sustained long enough to 
make you breathe harder than usual is 
particularly effective in helping to 
strengthen the heart. The oxygen 
drawn in is used by the arms and legs 
as they work. This happens in aero
bics, walking, cycling, dancing, 
swimming, running, rowing, football, 
and many other forms of activity. By 
taking such exercise regularly and 
very gradually increasing its vigour 
you will improve your physical fitness 
and the health of your heart. As you 
become more active and healthy the 
exercise you take should cause you to 
breathe hard and sweat. This should 
happen at least twice a week and for at 
least twenty minutes each time. 
Protection against heart attacks is 
achieved at moderate levels of fitness; 
it is not necessary to reach your full 
potential in this respect. Remember, 
you can't store fitness. If you stop 
being active your fitness will rapidly 
decline. 

Many people wish to exercise in 
groups. Your local library, town hall 
or leisure centre should be able to give 
you the addresses of athletic and other 
clubs where this can be done. 

Encouraging people to 
be active ... 
Each person is the best judge of what 
kinds of exercise suit him or her. But 
exercise should be broadly encour
aged by messages from public bodies. 
Society should provide access to the 
country for city dwellers, safe walking 
routes and cycle lanes, swimming 
pools and recreational facilities . 
Various state sectors should collabo
rate in such endeavours. Leaving 
health promotion exclusively in the 
hands of health ministries is doomed 
to failure. 

The amount of exercise taken by 
people in the developed countries has, 

on the whole, markedly declined 
during the twentieth century. 

A cultural change is now needed, 
whereby a more sensible, life
enhancing regimen is established, with 
physical activity restored as an 
integral element of everyday living. 
Health workers can show the way but 
success requires an enormous effort 
by society in general. If progress in 
this area is not made now, the Third 
World will probably adopt the labour
saving technologies and the sedentary 
life-styles of the West and suffer 
increasingly from the diseases of 
affluence. 

Doctors and nurses can be effective 
role models 
Public education about exercise needs 
to be pervasive; leaflets and advertise
ments are not enough. The power of 
television could be more effectively 
harnessed. It is also necessary to 

Practising Tai Chi in China- gymnastics for both the body and the soul. 
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educate health workers themselves in 
personal and public issues. Health 
services should provide the encour
agement and facilities for their own 
staffs to engage in regular exercise. 
Doctors and nurses can be effective 
role models for patients, but few 
actually are. 

Exercise should be regarded not 
only as remedial for patients, but also 
as preventive, especially in groups at 
risk because of their physical charac
teristics or their exposure to stress: 
people over 65, the obese, single 
parents, some ethnic minorities, and 
peqple on low incomes. General 
practitioners could run programmes in 
association with their local health 
centres (see box). 

... at work, school and play 
In developing countries, much manual 
labour is still performed. Those 
involved have little or no need of 
physical exercise in their leisure time. 
As mechanization proceeds, however, 
increasing numbers of people are 
becoming relatively inactive. Many 
firms in developed countries, recog
nizing the value of a healthy work 
force, provide their employees with 
sports facilities. It is to be hoped that 
similar action will be taken in the 
developing countries. Another 
possibility is to take exercise on the 

way to and from work by, for exam
ple, walking, running or cycling 
instead of travelling by car; thoughtful 
town planning can encourage such 
activity. 

In the United Kingdom, 70% of 
the exercise that is vigorous enough to 
benefit the heart is taken through 
sport. Sport can produce muscle, joint 
and bone injuries but, played sensibly, 
it is undoubtedly advantageous. Sports 
and athletics clubs tend to create a 
commitment to exercise in their 
members which isolated individuals 
would fmd difficult to develop. 

Exercise and sport should be 
encouraged in primary schools, where 
specially trained teachers should 
organize suitable games. Play activi
ties can be centred around exercise 
schemes for even younger children. In 
secondary schools a wide range of 
sporting skills and interests should be 
promoted. It would be cost-effective 
to make available the facilities in 
schools and colleges for use by the 
community for sporting and other 
purposes outside school hours. 
Unfortunately, schools and sports 
facilities continue to be built as 
separate entities in many countries. 

Improving access makes 
participation higher 
Adults should have access to a wide 
range of sporting facilities at afford-
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Health-promoting activities 
at Princes Park Health 
Centre, Liverpool, United Kingdom 
• W omen-only swimming• sessions 
• Courses on heort care 
• Relaxation/ exercise/ diet/ stress 

management for: 
- young mothers 
- smokers 
- elderly people 
-well women 

• Fun runs 
• Sport and heo lth excursions 
• Small grants made to local 

groups 
• Provision of information on 

fitness. 

able cost. In western Europe the cost 
of subsidizing public facilities is being 
questioned on the ground that only a 
minority use them. Yet in Belfast, 
where provision is high and charges 
are low, participation is higher than in 
the rest of the United Kingdom. 

Schools, voluntary centres, adult 
education classes, public leisure 
services and commercial centres 
should devise programmes for specific 
groups of people, bearing in mind the 
best times of day, styles and activities 
for each. We should not forget the 
people in prisons, hospitals and other 
institutions where exercise and sport 
may be therapeutic and an important 
part of social relationships. Again, of 
course, trained staff are required. 

Humans evolved as highly active 
individuals. Today, many people are 
not meeting the evolutionary require
ment of regular vigorous exercise, and 
consequently their health is suffering. 
For the good of the species and the 
individual it is vital that high levels of 
physical activity be encouraged 
throughout society. • 
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