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Why sitting down could be deadly by Madeleine Brindley, Western Mail   January 19, 2010

THE couch potato lifestyle has long been blamed for rising obesity rates and regarded as a fast track to a lifetime of serious illnesses.  But specialists now believe it is not the lack of exercise that is so deadly, but instead sitting down for long periods of time.  It comes after research has shown a link between sitting down for a long time and an increased risk of long-term health problems, regardless of how much exercise a person also does.  The study, which is published today, could have huge ramifications for the small army of workers who spend eight hours a day sitting at their office desks.   And it comes as the Government has just published an updated strategy designed to reverse  poor activity levels. A third of the population is classed as having sedentary lifestyles.

Doctors from the Karolinska Institute and the Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences in Stockholm today say that the term “sedentary behavior” has come to mean taking no exercise.  But they argue that it should be more used to describe “muscular inactivity”.  Their comments follow other research studies which revealed that prolonged bouts of sitting and a lack of whole body muscular movement is strongly associated with obesity, diabetes, heart disease, cancer and an overall higher risk of death, regardless of whether moderate to vigorous exercise is taken.  One Australian study showed that for every additional hour a woman sits in front of the television, her risk of metabolic syndrome – a precursor to diabetes and cardiovascular disease – increases by 26%, irrespective of how much moderate exercise she does.  And the health of people who already do too little exercise will suffer even more if combined with prolonged bouts of sitting, say the authors.

Although they believe that more research is needed to establish a causal effect between prolonged sitting and ill health, the authors said some underlying mechanisms have already been identified, including an enzyme (lipoprotein lipase) that has a key role in the regulation of key blood fats.  The authors said in the British Journal of Sports Medicine: “In the future, the focus in clinical practice and guidelines should not only be to promote and prescribe exercise, but also to encourage people to maintain their intermittent levels of daily activities [that involve movement].  Climbing the stairs, rather than using elevators and escalators, five minutes of break during sedentary work, or walking to the store rather than taking the car, will be as important as exercise.”

Dr Richard Lewis, Welsh Secretary of the British Medical Association, said: “There is overwhelming scientific evidence that people who lead active lifestyles are less likely to suffer from illness and more likely to live longer.  Exercise not only makes you physically fitter and staves off obesity and other serious illness in later life, it also improves your mental health and general sense of wellbeing. Everyone can increase their activity levels and therefore exercise is an effective way of addressing health inequalities.  The average adult needs to do at least 30 minutes of moderate exercise a day, on five or more days a week to gain the health benefits. You don’t need to spend hours at the gym to be healthy. The easiest way to sustain an exercise habit is to incorporate it into your daily routine.

“One way to raise your level of physical activity is to cycle or walk to work instead of taking the bus or driving. Use stairs instead of the lift, and spend more time gardening or walking – this will help to increase your energy output.  Sometimes it’s hard to motivate yourself to be more physically active and it can feel like a chore. Start by changing the way you think about regular exercise. Remind yourself that it will make you feel better, and will probably improve the quality and length of your life. Most importantly, it can be fun.”

Dr Tony Jewell, Wales’ chief medical officer, said: “It has long been recognized that inactivity has a negative impact on health and wellbeing and we are working to address this. It is important that people – young and old – have a more active lifestyle and avoid prolonged periods of inactivity to improve their health and fitness.  It is recommended that adults should do moderate exercise for at least half an hour, five times a week and linked to a healthy, balanced diet to improve their health. Our plan aims to get people more active and highlights that people do not need to spend hours in the gym to achieve this.  Increasing physical activity is something that we can all do as part of our everyday lives. It is not expensive to be physically active.”
