
GUIDE TO PHYSICAL 
ACTIVITY AND EXERCISE

Looking after your well-being
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GET ACTIVE – WHAT ARE 
YOU ‘WEIGHTING’ FOR? 
There is absolutely no doubt that 
physical activity is associated with 
good health. Yet even when faced 
with the threat of illness, we still 
don’t change our habits. Many of 
us have good intentions in terms 
of staying in shape. But, despite 
our initial enthusiasm, these often 
dwindle after the first few weeks 
leaving us once again flat out on the 
sofa in front of the TV. 

The key to avoiding this is to 
combine physical activity with a 
healthy diet that is both interesting 
and tailored to your needs and 
lifestyle. 

It can be difficult to change your 
habits. But remember your health 
- and even your life - may be 
depending on it. 

QUICK FACT 
Worldwide, physical inactivity is 
responsible for: 

	› 6% of coronary heart 
disease 

	› 7% of type 2 diabetes 

	› 10% of breast cancer and 
colon cancer1 
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IT’S NOT TOO LATE TO 
LIVE LONGER 
The case for staying active couldn’t 
be stronger as the numerous health 
benefits gained through regular 
exercise are widely acknowledged. 
Here are just some of the reasons 
why we should be active. Regular 
physical activity can: 

	› reduce the risk of developing 
and dying from coronary heart 
disease - Britain’s number one 
killer 

	› reduce the risk of stroke 

	› reduce the risk of developing 
colon cancer

	› reduce the risk of developing 
Type 2 diabetes 

	› lower high blood pressure 

	› help people to achieve and 
maintain a healthy body weight 

	› help to build and maintain 
healthy bones and muscles, 
which reduces the risk of 
developing osteoporosis (brittle 
bones) and osteoarthritis 

	› Increase levels of good 
cholesterol
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AND THAT’S NOT ALL! 
Besides helping to protect from 
health problems, evidence shows 
that regular physical activity can 
also have a positive effect on 
people’s moods, helping to reduce 
feelings of depression and anxiety. 
In general, exercise promotes 
psychological wellbeing and in turn 
reduces feelings of stress. Improved 
self-esteem is a key psychological 
benefit of regular physical activity. 
When you exercise, your body 
releases chemicals called endorphins. 
These endorphins interact with the 
receptors in your brain that reduce 
your perception of pain.

Endorphins also trigger a positive 
feeling in the body, similar to that of 
morphine. For example, the feeling 
that follows a run or workout is 
often described as “euphoric”. That 

feeling, known as a “runner’s high”, 
can be accompanied by a positive 
and energising outlook on life.  If that 
wasn’t incentive enough, exercise can 
also slow down the ageing process 
and can increase your life span.

SO, WHAT ARE YOU 
WAITING FOR? 
No one is too young or too old to 
enjoy the benefits of regular physical 
activity. In fact, evidence indicates 
that exercise has benefits for all age 
groups.2

QUICK FACT 
People who lead active 
lifestyles are less likely to die 
prematurely.3 



4

HOW MUCH PHYSICAL 
ACTIVITY SHOULD I DO?
Moderate-intensity physical activity 

For an adult, a minimum of 30 
minutes of regular, moderate-
intensity physical activity 5 days a 
week is recommended. This equates 
to using up about an extra 200 
calories. Moderate-intensity physical 
activity will make your heart rate 
increase and should make you feel 
warm, slightly sweaty and slightly 
out of breath but still able to hold a 
conversation if needs be. 

Such activities include: 

	› walking or cycling to and from 
work, or part of the way 

	› using the stairs instead of lifts 

	› walking short distances instead 
of taking the car, i.e. to the shops 
or to a friend’s house 

	› doing heavy housework or doing 
it at a faster pace than normal 

	› DIY, such as painting or laying 
floors 

	› gardening

Don’t worry if this seems a little 
daunting, the good news is that you 
don’t have to complete the full 30 
minutes all at once and the activity 
doesn’t have to be strenuous. In 
fact, it’s possible to achieve your 
30 minute a day target by making 
simple adjustments to your everyday 
life. 

Once you’ve started you might want 
to try to increase the amount of time 
spent exercising to 45-60 minutes 
each day, particularly if your aim is to 
lose weight.
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Aerobic exercise 

Also known as cardiovascular 
exercise it is any sustained, rhythmic 
activity that involves large muscle 
groups. Aerobic exercise makes the 
lungs work harder as the body’s 
need for oxygen is increased. For 
the greatest health benefits, it’s 
recommended that you complete 
30 minutes of aerobic exercises at 
least three times a week5 as well as 
some kind of muscle strengthening 
activity and stretching. If you’ve been 
inactive for a while, it’s best to start 
off with less intense activities and 
increase your exercise over time. 

Aerobic activities are beneficial if 
your aim is to boost your fitness 
level as well as to lose weight, as 
they burn more calories than other 
activities. There’s also evidence 
to suggest that more strenuous 
activities help to strengthen your 
heart and prevent heart disease. 

Aerobic activities include:

	› running 

	› cycling 

	› swimming 

	› racket sports 

	› field sports 

	› fitness classes or fitness DVD’s at 
home

	› going to the gym and using the 
treadmill, cross trainer, exercise 
bike, Stairmaster and rowing 
machines

Stretching and strengthening 
exercises, for example using the 
weight machines at the gym, should 
also be a part of your physical 
activity program. These exercises 
help you to burn up additional 
calories, and also strengthen your 
muscles and bones to help prevent 
injury.
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BE WISE WHILE WORKING 
OUT
Despite all the health benefits of 
physical activity there are also some 
precautions you should keep in mind. 
The nature of some sports make it 
possible to suffer sprains, or even 
more serious injuries. 

Endurance sports can be known 
to cause stress fractures, ongoing 
fatigue and even menstrual periods 
to stop in some women. 

The health gains associated with 
physical activity massively outweigh 
the small risks involved. And if you’re 
sensible you can reduce the risks 
even further. Here are some tips to 
help you exercise safely: 

	› Seek advice - before you begin 
an exercise programme on your 
own or at the gym, consult your 
doctor or an exercise trainer 
who can teach you safe workout 
techniques. He or she can also 
help you evaluate which types 
of exercises are best for you and 
your health aims. At the gym, 
always ask a fitness instructor to 
show you the best way to use the 
exercise equipment.

	› Stretch - warm up and gently 
stretch before exercising, then 
cool down and stretch gently 
afterwards to maintain your 
flexibility and help prevent injury. 
Stretching increases blood flow 
and loosens muscles. Don’t 
bounce while stretching - it can 

damage muscle tissue even 
without you realising it. Hold 
stretches for 10 to 30 seconds for 
1 to 3 repetitions.

	› Know when to stop - if you feel 
tightness in your chest, severe 
shortness of breath or dizziness, 
or if you have any uncomfortable 
pain at all while exercising, stop 
your workout immediately and 
seek medical help from either 
your doctor or an exercise trainer. 
You don’t need to stop if you feel 
muscle soreness after starting 
a new exercise routine - that is 
normal - just take things easily 
and allow yourself time to rest 
and recover before you work out 
again. 

The key to keeping your routine 
going is to find an activity or, better 
still, a range of activities that you 
enjoy and that fit in with your 
lifestyle. Try out lots of activities until 
you find something that you enjoy as 
it will be much easier for you to keep 
up your routine this way. Set yourself 
realistic and achievable goals as this 
will also help you to stay motivated.
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A HEALTHY DIET 
It’s important to combine physical 
activity with a healthy diet to take 
full advantage of the health benefits 
associated with exercise. Body 
weight is governed by the amount 
of calories you consume and use up 
each day. Pretty much everything 
you eat and drink contains calories 
and everything you do helps burn 
these off. However, if you consume 
more calories than you burn off, your 
body will store the extra calories and 
you will gain weight. On the other 
hand, if you consume fewer calories 
than you use your body uses the 
stored calories causing you to lose 
weight. So, even when exercising 
regularly it’s still important to have a 
healthy diet.

Eating healthily 

A healthy balanced diet is essential 
for good health. The key to keeping 
weight in check is to combine 
roughly the right foods in roughly 
the right amounts and to vary what 
you eat. Getting into a healthy eating 
routine can be difficult. It’s important 
to take it slowly and avoid ‘faddy’ 
diets, setting goals that work with 
your tastes and fitness plan. But 
make sure you include fruit and 
vegetables, starchy and wholemeal 
foods and protein rich foods. 

You should aim to eat at least 5 
portions of fruit and vegetables a 
day. This can be achieved easily by: 

	› having a glass of fruit juice 
or a fruit smoothie with your 
breakfast in the morning 

	› eating a side salad or a portion of 
vegetables with lunch or dinner 

	› snacking on fruit throughout the 
day.

QUICK FACT 
People who exercise regularly 
feel more energetic, maintain 
a healthier weight and live 
longer.6
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THE CONCEPT OF A 
HEALTHY DIET IS BASED 
ON 3 PRINCIPLES: 
Balance – make sure you eat 
different foods in the right 
proportion to each other. 

Moderation – get a feel for how 
much food is enough and how 
much is too much. The feeling of 
fullness can take around 15 minutes 
to register with the brain. It’s 
important that you regulate the 
amount of food you eat then wait 
for a while before eating more to 
let you gauge if you’re still hungry. 
Eating in moderation teaches the 
brain the difference between hunger 
satisfaction and fullness. 

Variation – healthy diets should 
include a variety of foods. This not 
only has health benefits in itself but 
also helps to avoid boredom when 
eating. Trying new foods and recipes 
can be interesting and rewarding!
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DRINKING HEALTHILY 
To keep hydrated you should aim to 
drink at least 6-8 glasses of water 
per day and increase this when you 
exercise and during hot weather. 
It’s best to minimise non-diet fizzy 
drinks as these tend to be very high 
in added sugar. 

Remember that the thirst sensation 
doesn’t kick in until quite late which 
means that if you simply drink in 
response to thirst then you’re already 
likely to be dehydrated. 

Try to get into the habit of drinking 
throughout the day - whether you’re 
thirsty or not. Having a large bottle 
of water on your desk and making 
sure it’s empty by the time you leave 
for home often works. You can also 
do this with 2 or 3 pieces of fruit. 

In terms of alcohol, it’s recommended 
that men and women shouldn’t drink 
more than 14 units per week and they 
should be spaced out over 3-4 days 
preferably.7 Alcohol consumption 
should be spread throughout the 
week and you should always avoid 
binge drinking. Try and have alcohol 
free days to allow your body to 
recuperate.

Over indulgence in alcohol can 
seriously affect your health. Also, 
remember that some alcohol is very 
high in calories, so take this into 
consideration when you’re planning 
your health routine and weight loss 
plans.
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TOP TIPS FOR STAYING 
HYDRATED 
Start as you mean to go on, with a 
glass of water when you wake. 

If you’re at work, keep a bottle of 
fresh water on your desk, so it’s 
within easy reach to top your glass 
up throughout the day. 

If you’re out and about during the 
day, carry a bottle of water so you 
can have a drink whenever you want. 

Increase your intake of fresh fruit 
and vegetables; they have high water 
content, as well as many other health 
benefits. 

AM I HYDRATED?

Urine colour chart

1
If your urine matches the colours 
of 1, 2 or 3, you are properly 
hydrated.

2

3

4

If your urine colour is below the 
orange line, you are dehydrated 
and at risk of cramping and/or a 
heat illness!  

You need to drink more water!

5

6

7

8



ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
 
WHO Mental Health information and resources: 
https://www.who.int/health-topics/physical-activity#tab=tab_1
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