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TOWARDS 10,000 STEPS:
A MOTIVATOR FOR PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Picture this: You've just finished a long, stressful
day at work. As you reach for your coat, you catch a
glimpse of your gym bag you had so eagerly packed
that morning with intentions to exercise right after
work. You look at the bag, envision your tired feet
pounding the treadmill, and head for home instead
to rest those feet on the couch. The thought of
expending all that energy at the gym is too
overwhelming. Well, what if I told you that you
would never have to go to the gym again but could
still gain the health benefits associated with regular
physical activity! You can. All it takes is 10,000
steps.

The benefits of physical activity are well known.
Physical activity has been known to reduce stress,
enhance self-esteem, improve mood, and increase
energy. In the past, there has been a focus on the
cardiovascular (heart health) benefits of activity, but
physical activity also has a role to play in prevention
of another chronic disease, type 2 diabetes mellitus.
Obesity and physical inactivity were found to be the
major factors associated with the disease in a study
of people with type 2 diabetes conducted in
England.! In Nova Scotia, obesity rates are among the
highest in Canada at 21% (the national average is
15%).> Also, as many as 57% of Nova Scotians are not
active enough to reap the health benefits of physical
activity.> Why is that?

There are many reasons why people do not
engage in regular physical activity. The top three
barriers to being active recently identified by Nova
Scotians were tight deadlines, lack of time due to
work, and roads that are too busy for walking or
cycling.® Often, people believe that in order to be
physically active, they need to join a gym or go
running for an hour every day. This is not the case.
The objective of a physical activity program is to
increase activity relative to baseline. The focus can
be on small, steady, lifestyle changes.

That is where the 10,000 steps program comes in.
The idea for this program originated in Japan as a
way of promoting walking. It is a lifestyle approach
to fitness that involves the use of a pedometer,* an
electronic device that counts the number of steps a
person takes. The pedometer is worn during waking
hours and counts the total number of steps taken
during the day, with 10,000 being the ultimate goal.
Ten thousand is not an arbitrary number; it is based
on the premise that active people, on average, take at
least 10,000 steps throughout the day whereas
inactive people take between 2,000 and 4,000.° Along

with the use of a pedometer, the 10,000 steps program
involves setting and recording goals, writing daily
steps taken in a log book, and social support to help
with motivation.

The great thing about the 10,000 steps program is
that it fits easily into people’s lives. Walking is
currently the most popular physical activity for adults
in Canada.* Walking is safe and can be done anytime,
anywhere. In fact, able-bodied people walk everyday,
but some need to walk a little more to get the health
benefit, which is where a pedometer can help. It is
useful both as an environmental cue (“Oh yeah, I
should be walking whenever I can today”) and as a
feedback tool (“Now I know how much I typically
walk in a day and what my goal should be for
increasing that”). People who have used pedometers
have commented that pedometers gave meaning to
walking, helped them become more health conscious,
and helped prevent staying home and watching TV.*
In a pilot program of 10,000 steps, 56% of participants
claimed that the pedometer alone was most effective
in helping them increase their physical activity.® It
could do the same for you.

Getting started could not be easier. The first step
is to find a pedometer (see “Pedometers: what you
need to know” on page 18). Pedometers should be
worn at the waist in line with the middle of the thigh,
and should be completely vertical (i.e., not slanted to
one side) in order to accurately gage the steps. Wear
the pedometer for a week, doing the same amount of
activity as you normally do, and record the total steps
taken each day. At the end of 7 days, calculate the
average steps per day. From this, increase by 3,500
steps a week (500 steps a day) until the 10,000 mark is
reached. For example, if your average daily steps is
5,000 in the baseline week, aim for 5,500 per day in the
second week, 6,000 per day in week three, and so on.
Of course, if you are already quite active, feel free to
exceed the 10,000 mark, but don’t overdo it. Likewise,
if you are quite inactive, take it slow; an increase of
250 steps per day might be more realistic. Let how
you're feeling guide you.

Skeptics may say that this ‘take the stairs’
approach to fitness is not as beneficial as the
traditional ‘sweat your heart out” approach.

However, it was found in a physical activity
intervention study that this lifestyle approach was as
effective as the traditional approach in producing
increases in physical activity leading to health
benefits.® So, if you can’t make it to the gym after
work, don’t worry. Instead, take the stairs rather than
the elevator throughout the day, park a little farther
away from your destination or get off the bus a few
stops early, go for a 10 minute walk before lunch, and
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walk to the video store on a Sunday. You’'ll be

surprised at how quickly the steps add up. For more ”

information on walking, see “Want to walk more?” Want to Walk More?

on page 16. .
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