
https://www.healthinaging.org/a-z-topic/physical-activity/basic-facts 

What are the benefits of regular physical activity? 

The health benefits of physical activity are independent of risk factors. For 
example, smokers who increase their physical activity will experience health 
benefits, even if they continue to smoke.   

Likewise, overweight or obese adults benefit from physical activity, even if they 
do not lose weight. Getting regular physical activity on most days of the week 
improves health in the following ways. All of these benefits can increase your 
quality of life.    

Promotes mental and cognitive health 

Physical activity can help reduce feelings of depression and anxiety. Exercise 
triggers the release of “feel-good” brain chemicals, which can lift your spirits and 
ease depression. You may also find that being active optimizes your cognitive 
function, helping keep your mind sharp. 

Increases physical strength 

Older adults who are physically active build and maintain healthy bones, 
muscles, and joints. They may be more secure on their feet and better able to 
move about without falling, which decreases the likelihood and severity of falls. 
Simple strength and balance training exercises can reduce your risk of falls by 
40%. 

Helps maintain a healthy weight 

Increased weight can be a factor in a number of health problems. Physical 
activity can help keep your weight at a healthy level. If you lose weight by diet 
alone, you may lose not only fat mass, but also muscle mass and bone mass. 
Physical activity, particularly muscle-strengthening activity, can preserve bone 
and muscle mass. 

Restores restful sleep 

When you are physically active regularly, you’ll enjoy a better quality of sleep. 
Being active also decreases your feelings of tiredness and fatigue. Aerobic 
exercise in the early evening can improve sleep quality, but be aware that 
exercise later in the evening can be too stimulating and make it difficult to get 
restful sleep. 
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Reduces arthritic disability 

Studies have shown that older adults with osteoarthritis had less pain and more 
flexibility after 16 weeks of strengthening exercises. 

Maintains or improves heart health 

Simply put, physical activity helps your heart work more efficiently. Aerobic 
exercise (the kind that makes you breathe faster) can improve the fitness of your 
heart in as little as 6 weeks after beginning an exercise program.  

Improves blood sugar control 

Better control of your sugar levels means you may need less medication for your 
diabetes. Lower sugar can also decrease your risk of the long-term problems 
associated with diabetes. 

Keeps bones strong 

After menopause, women can lose 1-2% of their bone mass every year. The 
good news is that doing strength-training exercises can increase bone density 
and reduce an older woman’s risk for bone fractures. Starting an exercise 
program even late in life can help to preserve bone density. 

Physical activity during hospitalization 

Even if you are in the hospital, staying active—as much as possible—is 
important. Try to get out of bed as often as you can. Bathing and dressing 
yourself also count as physical activity. Staying active can shorten your hospital 
stay and improve your long-term recovery.  

Especially for older adults with arthritis and other muscle and joint conditions, 
participating in exercise programs when you are in the hospital can lessen 
stiffness, improve balance, and ease fatigue. 

Risks of being sedentary (inactive) 

Given the numerous health benefits of physical activity, the risks of being inactive 
are clear. Physical inactivity is a serious problem in the US. Inactivity can lead to 
unnecessary illness and loss of your ability to handle daily tasks as well as your 
independence.  Physical inactivity is also associated with higher mortality rates.  

What is a moderate amount of physical activity?  



A moderate level of physical activity—which is also what we define as exercise—
is walking 100 steps in a minute.  Other examples are listed below. Select 
activities you enjoy and that fit into your daily life.  

Examples of moderate physical activity include: 

• Gardening 

• Wheeling yourself in a wheelchair 

• Walking 

• Bicycling 

• Dancing fast 

• Pushing a stroller 

• Raking leaves 

• Water aerobics 

• Swimming laps 

• Wheelchair basketball 

• Jumping rope 

• Shoveling snow 

• Stair-walking 

How often should you exercise, and for how long? 

Ideally, older adults should do at least 30 minutes of aerobic activity at least 5 
days each week, and muscle-strengthening and balance training for 10 minutes 
at least 2 days each week. It may take months to reach these goals. But the most 
important goal is to avoid inactivity. You should engage in whatever amount of 
physical activity you can according to your ability and then work toward 
increasing that amount gradually. 

Precautions for a healthy start 

To avoid soreness and injury, you should start out slowly and gradually build up 
to the desired amount of exercise to give your body time to adjust. Don’t get 
discouraged—reaching your target level of physical activity can take months.  
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