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Many of us reg u larly wear an activ ity tracker, which counts the num ber of steps we take in a
day. Based on these num bers, it can be hard to make sense of what they might mean for our
over all health. Is it just the over all num ber of steps in a day that mat ter, or does exer cise
intens ity, such as going for a brisk walk or jog, make a di� er ence? In a new study, which
looks at activ ity tracker data from 78,500 people, walk ing at a brisk pace for about 30
minutes a day led to a reduced risk of heart dis ease, can cer, demen tia and death, com pared
with walk ing a sim ilar num ber of steps but at a slower pace. These res ults were recently
pub lished in two papers in the journ als JAMA Internal Medi cine and JAMA Neur o logy.
For these stud ies, which included par ti cipants from UK Biobank, par ti cipants with an aver -
age age of 61 agreed to wear activ ity track ers for seven full days, includ ing nights, at the
begin ning of the trial. This study rep res ents the largest one to date that incor por ates activ ity
tracker data.
“Activ ity tracker data is going to be bet ter than self-repor ted data,” said Dr Michael Fre der -
ic son, a sports phys i cian at Stan ford Uni versity, who was not involved in the study. “We
know that people’s abil ity to self-report is �awed,” often because people don’t accur ately
remem ber how much exer cise they did in a day or week.
After col lect ing this data, research ers then tracked par ti cipants’ health out comes, which
included whether they developed heart dis ease, can cer, demen tia or died dur ing a period of
six to eight years.
Research ers found that every 2,000 addi tional steps a day lowered the risk of pre ma ture
death, heart dis ease and can cer by about 10 per cent, up to about 10,000 steps per day. When
it came to devel op ing demen tia, 9,800 steps per day was asso ci ated with a 50 per cent
reduced risk, with a risk reduc tion of 25 per cent start ing at about 3,800 steps per day. Above
10,000 steps a day, there just weren’t enough par ti cipants with that level of activ ity to
determ ine whether there were addi tional bene �ts.
In the past, sim ilar stud ies have also shown that the bene �ts of walk ing start well before the
often-touted 10,000 steps a day.
But then the research ers of this study did something new. When they looked at the step rate,
per minute, of the highest 30 minutes of activ ity a day, they found that par ti cipants whose
aver age highest pace was a brisk walk (between 80 and 100 steps per minute) had bet ter
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health out comes com pared with those who walked a sim ilar amount each day but at a slower
pace.
Brisk walk ers had a 35 per cent lower risk of dying, a 25 per cent lower chance of devel op ing
heart dis ease or can cer and a 30 per cent lower risk of devel op ing demen tia, com pared with
those whose aver age pace was slower.
To put these num bers into per spect ive, a per son whose total daily steps include 2,400 to
3,000 that are brisk walk ing could see a sharp reduc tion in the risk for devel op ing heart dis -
ease, can cer and demen tia, even without tak ing many addi tional steps bey ond the total daily
num ber.
“It doesn’t have to be a con sec ut ive 30-minute ses sion,” said Mat thew Ahmadi, a research
fel low at the Uni versity of Sydney and one of the authors of the stud ies. “It can just be in
brief bursts here and there throughout your day.”
But the import ant thing is to aim for walk ing a little faster than your nor mal pace. When it
comes to the di� er ences between brisk walk ing and jog ging, there wasn’t enough data to
determ ine if one was bet ter than another, and both res ul ted in bet ter over all health out -
comes than did a slower aver age pace. Still, a 2013 study fol lowed 49,005 run ners and walk -
ers and sug ges ted that brisk walk ing or jog ging sim ilar dis tances o�er sim ilar heart health
bene �ts, although walk ing a mile takes longer.
This study is part of ongo ing research into just how import ant exer cise intens ity is to vari ous
health out comes. These latest �nd ings sug gest that main tain ing good health doesn’t neces -
sar ily require a lot of high-intens ity exer cise and that a reg u lar amount of mod er ate-intens -
ity exer cise, such as brisk walk ing, can o�er a high level of pro tec tion against devel op ing
con di tions such as heart dis ease, can cer or demen tia.
When it comes to incor por at ing more intense exer cise into your daily life, Dr Tamanna
Singh, a car di olo gist at the Clev e land Clinic, often reminds her patients that everything is
rel at ive. “Every body is start ing from a di� er ent train ing status,” she said.
A brisk pace for one per son may not be brisk for another, but what mat ters is the rel at ive
e�ort. At a light exer cise intens ity, a per son can sing a song, while at a mod er ate intens ity, a
per son can eas ily carry a con ver sa tion but would struggle to sing. At higher intens it ies, con -
ver sa tion becomes di�  cult, if not impossible.
When it comes to brisk walk ing, “at these mod er ate levels of e�ort, you are able to increase
your aer obic capa city,” Singh said. In addi tion to the long-term health bene �ts, such
intens ity would also lower blood pres sure, mod er ate blood sugar levels and lower the risk for
heart attacks and strokes.
The key is to walk at an intens ity that is man age able but also slightly pushes the bound ar ies
of what is a com fort able pace.
“That con stant slow stress on your body is what leads to �t ness gains,” Singh said. “If
you’re just get ting star ted, this is prob ably the easi est way to get star ted and stay com mit -
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ted, con sist ent and injury-free.”
When it comes to brisk walk ing, at these mod er ate levels of e�ort, you are able to increase
your aer obic capa city... That con stant slow stress on your body is what leads to �t ness
gains.” Dr Tamanna Singh, a car di olo gist at Clev e land Clinic


