
Overwhelmed by the choice of fitness 
trends? Don’t be. The evidence says 
we can get healthier, fitter and lose 
weight just by walking, says Laura Day

  STEP  
in the RIGHT  
DIRECTION

A



1 SPEED Try 
varying your 
pace to add 

intensity without 
zapping energy: 
walk at a brisk, 
steady pace for  
3 min, then power 
walk for 1 min. 
Continue this  
cycle until you’ve 
completed your 
target time  
or distance.

HOW TO GET MORE OUT OF YOUR WALK

PICTURE THIS: if you were offered a daily pill that 
could reduce your risk of type 2 diabetes, certain 
cancers, heart disease and stroke, give you a 

healthy dose of vitamin D, help you lose weight, tone 
up AND increase your stamina, would you take it? We 
thought so! But before you go googling where to buy 
this new wonder drug, here’s the best bit: the benefits 
are all yours with a brisk daily walk.

Hard to believe? Well, listen to this: time and again 
the evidence supports claims that walking reduces  
the risk of chronic diseases. In 2008 University  
College London researchers published a review of  
the most robust walking studies carried out between 
1970 and 2007. They concluded walking cut the  
risk of cardiovascular disease by 31%, and the risk  
of dying over the 12-year study period was 
reduced by 32% for both men and women. 
Those who walked harder for longer had the 
greatest protection.

Other studies have provided similar results. 
Walking for up to 30 minutes as part of a daily commute 
was found to decrease the risk of stroke in men and 
women by between 8 and 11%, while brisk walking was 
found to have a similar lowering effect on high blood 
pressure, type 2 diabetes and high cholesterol as 
running. And even if you’re physically inactive now, just 
20 minutes of brisk walking daily is enough to lower 
your risk of an early death by up to 30%.

The NHS recommends we do 150 minutes of 
moderate-intensity exercise per week, and this 
suddenly sounds a whole lot easier to achieve when 

Personal trainer Jessica Smith recommends you focus on five things  
to improve your fitness and get maximum health benefits.

you factor in walking – although 
you’ll need to walk as if you’re in a 
rush. Better still, some studies 
suggest walking doesn’t increase 
your appetite in the way some high 
intensity workouts can (your weight 
loss may backfire if you work out 
too intensely and end up eating all 
or more of your burned calories).

GET STARTED TODAY
Your new plan can take effect from 
the minute you read this. ‘Walking 
is a great way for non exercisers to 
begin a fitness programme as it’s 
simple, free and you already know 
how to do it,’ says personal trainer 
Jessica Smith (jessicasmithtv.com).
‘It’s a great way for new exercisers 
to build their fitness base and 
endurance level and feel successful 
about a regular workout plan. Plus 
it’s easy on the joints, which makes 
it a great alternative to jogging for 
those with knee or hip issues.’

To make walking part of your 
routine, Jessica recommends 
setting a weekly goal, such as 
walking on a certain number of 
days a week (between two and five, 
depending on your fitness level), 

2 POSTURE 
Good posture 
not only helps 

prevent aches and 
pains, but it can also 
help you burn more 
calories by engaging 
more muscles. Keep 
your shoulders 
back, chest wide 
and abs pulled in 
(imagine drawing 
your belly button 
into your spine).

3 FEET 
Activating 
your shins 

more during your 
walk can help 
strengthen them 
and may help to 
prevent trips and 
falls. Focus on 
flexing your foot 
with each step, 
then pushing off 
the ball of the foot 
to power forward.

4 BREATHING 
Take deep 
belly breaths 

(rather than the  
shallow, quick 
breaths in the  
chest you may  
be used to taking). 
This will help 
provide your 
muscles with the 
oxygen your body 
needs to power 
through your walk.

5 MOTIVATION 
Walk with a 
friend or 

move to music – 
whatever helps you 
give your all during 
your walk time. Try 
alternating walks 
with an indoor 
workout using a 
DVD – you may 
find it helps you 
stick to a regular 
exercise plan.

❛A daily 20-minute brisk 
walk lowers your risk of 
early death by up to 30%❜
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❛MY WALKS ARE THE BEST MEDICINE❜
GWENDA ANN BYERS, 47, started walking with a 
group after being diagnosed with bladder cancer.

My fiancé and I were devastated when I was 
diagnosed. But I had amazing support from Macmillan 
nurses while having chemo and radiotherapy and one 
of them told me about the benefits of exercise and 
healthy eating. 

We got information via our local Walking for Health 
and started doing twice-weekly walks in Wigan. We 
were made to feel welcome and at ease straightaway, 
and as well as helping me regain my health, walking 
has helped us communicate and come to terms with 
our lives. Our relationship is the strongest it’s ever been 
– we’ve now tied the knot – and we’ve also built up 
friendships with other walkers. 

I’ve been in remission for over 12 months now.  
I wanted to give something back to the walks 
programme as a way to say thank you for all the 
support they gave me, so I completed the training to 
become a walk leader. The walks really are the best 
medicine – they’re literally a breath of fresh air.

No rolling hills on your doorstep? 
No worries – you can explore 
your local streets with just as 
much benefit. The US trend of 
urban hiking is being championed 
over here by Anja Phoenix, who  
is mapping out urban hikes for 
outdoor clothing brand Regatta. 

‘It’s easy to explore the   
environment on your doorstep,’ 

says Anja. ‘It’s great for your 
lunch break, or for finding out 
more about your own city – or 
when visiting another town.’

Download Anja’s map for urban 
hiking in London’s Covent Garden 
at regatta.com/urbanhike (a map 
for Manchester will follow shortly) 
and go to healthyfood.co.uk for 
her top urban hiking tips.

and marking it on your calendar. 
‘Make it an important appointment 
you won’t miss,’ she says.

STEP IT UP
Start by adding incidental walks to 
your day, such as walking to the 
shops or getting off the bus early. 
Once you’re moving more, taking 
part in sociable weekly walking 
groups can keep you motivated.

‘Many of our walkers have been 
diagnosed with diabetes or high 
blood pressure, or they want to 
lose weight,’ says Charlie Coward, 
regional development officer for 
Walking for Health (walkingforhealth. 
org.uk). ‘People initially join 
because of the benefits of being 
active when living with chronic 
health conditions, but 
what encourages them to 
stay is the social aspect to 
our meet-ups.’  

Local groups like these 
are increasingly linking 
with healthcare practitioners on  
a national scale to promote the 
benefits of walking. ‘We’re noticing 
more referrals from GPs involved in 
social prescribing pilots,’ says 
Charlie. ‘The advantages are that  
it connects people with their local 
community and eases funding 
pressures on the health service.’ 

GIVE IT A GO URBAN HIKING

❛Once you’re moving more, 
a weekly walking group  
can keep you motivated❜
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WIN We’re giving away £300-worth of Regatta top-to-toe walking kit. 
TO ENTER, go to healthyfood.co.uk/competitions.
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