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Small Steps, Great Leaps

When Neil Armstrong set the first human foot on the moon, he noted that what was one small step for man was one “giant leap” for mankind.  This very formula is an apt description of health promotion, too.  Recent study reaffirms that small steps in your daily routine can lead to giant leaps toward better health.


Investigators from the National Institute on Aging at the National Institutes of Health examined the effects of daily activity on mortality risk in a group of 302 apparently healthy, older adults between the ages of 70 and 82.  Sophisticated measures of activity and energy expenditure were made over a two week period to establish the typical activity level of each study participant, and the cohort was then followed for more than 6 years.

The researchers found that for every increase of between 250 and 300 calories expended each day, the risk of dying declined by over 30%.  When physical activity was stratified into three tiers- low, middle, high- those in the high activity group had less than 1/3 the risk of death of those in the low activity group.

The differences in activity identified in this study, and the profound differences in mortality rates associated with them, were for the most part related not to “exercise,” per se, but to such things as using the stairs each day.  Working for pay was another important predictor of the differences in activity and outcomes observed.

This one study, as any single study, is limited in various ways.  A full appreciation for the associations between physical activity and health at the population level cannot be derived from a group of 300 people.  What we learn about older adults may or may not pertain to younger people.  And in this particular case, it is possible that the healthier people were more active, rather than the other way around, although the study data were carefully analyzed to avoid just such misinterpretation.

 
But the case for large benefits from even small increases in activity does not rest with this one study.  Similar results have been reported in diverse populations for years.  Studies in younger people tend not to show a difference in death rates, as death is a thankfully rare event in young adults.  But such studies, of which there are many, do show convincing differences in susceptibility to chronic disease.  As an example, a recent report in the American Journal of Hypertension noted significantly more insulin resistance, and significantly impaired blood vessel health, in sedentary as compared to active young adults.

The take-away message from a truly vast literature on the health effects of physical activity is that none is bad, some is better, and more is better still.  There is no need to make the Olympic team to derive benefits from exercise!  Just using stairs routinely instead of an elevator could meaningfully impact your health, and even survival. 


And this point- that small steps in a daily routine may facilitate great leaps toward better health- is generalizable to topics other than physical activity.  There is considerable evidence that for many of us, very moderate weight loss can confer dramatic health benefit.  Many studies make this case, but perhaps none more convincingly than the Diabetes Prevention Program.  In this study, a lifestyle intervention comprised of healthful eating and moderate physical activity, resulting in a weight loss of about 7% body weight, reduced the occurrence of diabetes in high-risk adults by nearly 2/3.  This amazing result was twice as good as that achieved with an effective medication called metformin.

The benefits of physical activity and weight control appear to be additive, or even synergistic (ie, the whole is greater than the sum of the parts) when it comes to overall health.  Data from the Nurses’ Health Study, reported recently in the journal Circulation, show that compared to women who were lean and physically active, women who were lean but sedentary had nearly 1.5 times the risk of developing cardiovascular disease.  The risk in women who were active but overweight was approximately 2.5 times that of lean, active women, while the risk in women who were both overweight and inactive was almost 3.5 times higher.


Modest improvements in diet quality also translate into potentially significant health benefits.  Investigators from the American Cancer Society and the Harvard School of Public Health have reported reductions of chronic disease risk, including both heart disease and cancer, of as much as 20% when comparing different levels of overall diet quality divided into quintiles.

The benefit of small steps toward health likely pertains to many other areas, too, although most are as yet less well studied than physical activity, diet, and weight.  A bit more sleep is apt to do most of us a great deal of good, as is learning to avoid, or at least better manage, stress.   There are, in fact, so many ways to tweak one’s routine toward better health that I recently co-authored a whole book on the topic (Gordon DL, Katz DL.  Stealth Health. Readers Digest: 2005).


The principle supported by many studies is that in pursuit of health, perfect need not be the enemy of good!  Take the stairs.  Go for an occasional walk.  Eat a bit more salad, perhaps fewer cookies.  Drink less soda, and more water.  Strike a reasonable balance between calories in versus calories out to keep your weight under reasonable control; no need to be an underwear model to benefit from weight loss.  Get an extra hour of sleep.  Mellow out a bit.

 Unlike the moon and stars, better health is within reach for most of us.  Today would be a perfect day to take the first small step in that direction.
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