
IF you thought doing enough exer cise to bene �t your heart meant ser i ous com mit ment, think again –
new research sug gests just four daily minutes of ‘incid ental’ phys ical activ ity can cut heart attack risk by
half.
The Uni versity of Sydney study found just one-and-a-half minutes to four minutes of daily vig or ous
phys ical activ ity like climb ing stairs, com pleted in short bursts of up to a minute, improved car di ovas -
cu lar health in middle-aged women who did no struc tured exer cise.
The study, which used UK Biobank data from 22,368 men and women aged 40-79 who didn’t do reg u lar
struc tured exer cise, found those who simply did tiny bursts of high-intens ity phys ical activ ity as part of
their daily routine – known as vig or ous inter mit tent life style phys ical activ ity (VILPA) – had a much
lower risk of major car di ovas cu lar events.
However, it was only women, not men, who reaped sig ni �c ant bene �ts from such activ ity.
“Mak ing short bursts of vig or ous phys ical activ ity a life style habit could be a prom ising option for
women who are not keen on struc tured exer cise or are unable to do it for any reason,” says study lead
author Emmanuel Stamata kis, a pro fessor of phys ical activ ity and pop u la tion health at the Uni versity of
Sydney.
Women who aver aged 3.4 minutes of VILPA daily were 45% less likely to exper i ence a major car di ovas -
cu lar event. They were also 51% less likely to have a heart attack and 67% less likely to develop heart
fail ure than women who did no VILPA.
Just 1.2 to 1.6 minutes of VILPA per day was asso ci ated with a 30% lower risk of major car di ovas cu lar
events, a 33% lower risk of heart attack, and a 40% lower risk of heart fail ure.
However, men who aver aged 5.6 minutes of daily VILPA were only 16% less likely to exper i ence a major
car di ovas cu lar event than men who did none.
A min imum of
2.3 minutes per
BY
day was asso ci ated with only an 11% risk reduc tion.
Emmanuel says it’s hard to tell why the heart health bene �ts of short bursts of phys ical activ ity were
much stronger for women, although it may be because women exer ted them selves over 20% more than
men dur ing VILPA bouts.
“The sex di� er ences we found may re�ect this increased e�ort women put into any given vig or ous
task,” he observes.
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WHAT COUNTS AS VIGOROUS INTERMITTENT LIFESTYLE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY?
Emmanuel says VILPA might include garden ing “with more vigour”, fast walk ing with a back pack,
walk ing uphill, brief power walk ing sprints, ener getic play ing with kids or pets, and stair climb ing. He
explains: “A key prin ciple is the increase in the intens ity of an oth er wise light or mod er ate intens ity
activ ity for at least 10-20 seconds or longer, to the point that you start feel ing out of breath and your
heart rate is accel er at ing.” Activ it ies like stair climb ing, for example, will reach vig or ous intens ity for
most middle-aged and older people, even when they’re done at a reg u lar pace, he says.
Although the amount of poten tially bene � cial vig or ous activ ity for women is way lower than cur rent
o� cial UK exer cise recom mend a tions of at least 150 minutes of mod er ate intens ity activ ity a week or 75
minutes of vig or ous intens ity activ ity a week, Emmanuel points out the bene �ts seen in the study were
in women who did short bursts of VILPA almost daily, sev eral times a day, with an
You don’t need a gym mem ber ship or expens ive equip ment...
Dr Oliver Guttmann
aver age of nine to 10 brief bouts.
“Turn ing such beha viour into habit wouldn’t neces sar ily be easy,” he stresses, although he says the fact
the bene �ts came from incid ental phys ical activ it ies means they may be easier for many people to
incor por ate into their daily routines.
“Even a little bit of higher intens ity activ ity might help improve long-term car di ovas cu lar health, and
might be just the thing to help some people develop a reg u lar phys ical activ ity, or even struc tured exer -
cise, habit in the long-term,” he says.
“But we should not be fooled into think ing that small amounts of VILPA are a quick �x of a com plex
prob lem, ie. the pan demic of phys ical inactiv ity that leads to shorter and unhealth ier lives.”
Dr Oliver Guttmann, a con sult ant car di olo gist at The Wel ling ton Hos pital, part of HCA Health care UK,
says the study o�ers “prom ising insights”, and sug gests activ it ies like tak ing the stairs instead of the
lift, power walk ing dur ing lunch breaks, car ry ing shop ping “in a way with more energy”, or play ing act -
ively with chil dren or pets can make a mean ing ful di� er ence.
“We don’t neces sar ily see these as exer cise, rather life style modi �c a tions that are already part of our
daily routines,” he says.
“The key takeaway is that even short, intense bursts of daily activ ity can reduce heart dis ease risk.”
And he stresses that while the car di ovas cu lar bene �ts of short vig or ous bursts of activ ity were less pro -
nounced in men, “it doesn’t mean they should ignore the prin ciple”.
He says: “Men can sim il arly look for oppor tun it ies to add short bursts of vig or ous activ ity – per haps
tak ing the stairs more often, doing quick power walks, or adding some intens ity to house hold chores.”
“The beauty of this approach is its access ib il ity,” says Dr Guttmann. “You don’t need a gym mem ber -
ship or expens ive equip ment – it’s about mak ing your exist ing daily activ it ies a bit more dynamic and
inten tional. Start with just a minute or two of higher-intens ity move ment, and gradu ally make it a
habit.
“Every bit of increased phys ical intens ity can con trib ute to bet ter health.”
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