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NEW YORK • For any one inter ested in the rela tion ship between exer cise and liv ing longer, one of the most
press ing ques tions is how much do people really need to stay healthy. Is 30 minutes a day enough? Can one get
by with less? Does one have to exer cise all in a ses sion or can it be spread throughout the day? And when one is
talk ing about exer cise, does it have to be hard to count?

For years, exer cise sci ent ists have tried to quantify the ideal “dose” of exer cise for most people. They �nally
reached a broad con sensus in 2008 with the Phys ical Activ ity Guidelines for Amer ic ans, which were updated in
2018 after an extens ive review of the avail able sci ence about move ment, sit ting and health.
In both ver sions, the guidelines advise any one who is phys ic ally able to accu mu late 150 minutes of mod er ate
exer cise every week, and half as much if it is intense.
But what is the best way to space out those weekly minutes and what does “mod er ate” mean? Here is what
some of the lead ing research ers in exer cise sci ence have to say about step counts, stair wells, week end war ri ors,
greater longev ity and why the health i est step people can take is the one that gets them o� the couch.
AIM FOR THE 150-MINUTE SWEET SPOT
“For longev ity, 150 minutes a week of mod er ate to vig or ous intens ity phys ical activ ity is enough,” says Dr I-
Min Lee, a pro fessor of epi demi ology at the Har vard T.H. Chan School of Pub lic Health. She has extens ively
stud ied move ment and health, and helped draft the cur rent national phys ical activ ity guidelines.
For prac tical pur poses, exer cise sci ent ists often recom mend break ing that 150 minutes into 30-minute ses sions
of speedy walk ing or a sim ilar activ ity �ve times a week.
Pro fessor Ulf Eke lund, who spe cial ises in phys ical activ ity epi demi ology at the Nor we gian School of Sport Sci -
ences in Oslo, says: “It is quite clear from numer ous large-scale, well-con duc ted epi demi olo gical stud ies that
30 minutes of mod er ate-intens ity activ ity most days lowers the risk of pre ma ture death and many con di tions,
such as stroke, type two dia betes and many types of can cer.”
Mod er ate exer cise, he adds, means “activ it ies that increase your breath ing and heart rate, so the exer tion feels
like a �ve or six on a scale of one to 10”.
In other words, pick up the pace if your inclin a tion is to stroll, but do not feel com pelled to sprint.
CONSIDER EXERCISE SNACKS
You also can break up your exer cise into even smal ler seg ments.

Aim for 150 minutes a week of mod er ate to vig or ous intens ity phys ical activ ity to stay
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Dr Emmanuel Stamata kis, an exer cise sci ent ist at the Uni versity of Sydney in Aus tralia who stud ies phys ical
activ ity and health, says: “It doesn’t mat ter whether exer cise is done in a long, con tinu ous 30-minute ses sion
or is dis persed across the day in shorter ses sions.”
Recent stud ies over whelm ingly show people can accu mu late their 150 weekly minutes of mod er ate exer cise in
whatever way works best for them, he says.
“Many people may �nd it easier and more sus tain able to squeeze in a few dozen one- or two-minute walks in
between work tasks” or other com mit ments, he adds. “There is no spe cial magic to a sus tained 30-minute ses -
sion of exer cise” for most health bene �ts.
Think of these bite-size workouts as exer cise snacks, he says. He adds: “Activ it ies like bursts of very fast walk -
ing, stair-climb ing and car ry ing shop ping bags provide excel lent oppor tun it ies for move ment snacks.”
To con cen trate the health bene �ts of these workout nug gets, he says, keep the intens ity rel at ively high, so you
feel some what win ded.
COUNT YOUR STEPS
The exer cise recom mend a tions remain the same if you meas ure your exer cise in steps instead of minutes. For
most people, says Dr Lee, “150 minutes of exer cise a week would trans late to about 7,000 to 8,000 steps a day”.
In a large-scale new study by Dr Lee and Prof Eke lund of the rela tion ship between steps and longev ity, pub -
lished in March in
The Lan cet journal, the optimal step count for people younger than 60 was about 8,000 to 10,000 a day. For
those age 60 and above, it was about 6,000 to 8,000 a day.
CONSIDER MORE
Of course, these recom mend a tions about steps and minutes focus on health and lifespans, not phys ical per -
form ance. “If you want to run a mara thon or a 10km race as fast as pos sible, you need much more exer cise,”
says Prof Eke lund.
The recom men ded 150 minutes a week may also be too little to stave o� weight gain with age. In a 2010 study of
almost 35,000 women that was spear headed by
Dr Lee, only those who walked or oth er wise exer cised mod er ately for about an hour a day dur ing middle age
main tained their weight as they became older.
So, if you have the time and inclin a tion, move more than 30 minutes a day, say Dr Lee and the other sci ent ists.
In gen eral, accord ing to her research and other stud ies, the more act ive people are, the more their risks of
chronic con di tions drop and the longer their lives may be.
But any activ ity is bet ter than none. “Every single minute counts,” says Prof Eke lund. “Walk ing up the stairs
has health bene �ts, even if it lasts for only one or two minutes, if you repeat it reg u larly.”


