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Even Moderate Physical Activity Can Boost the Immune System and Pro tectAgamst Chronic Diseases

As millions of Americans flock to

the gym armed with New Year’s resolu-
tions to get in shape, medical experts
are offering an additional reason to ex-
ercise: Regular workouts may help fight
off colds and fli, reduce the risk of cer-
tain cancers and chronic diseases and
slow the process of aging.
' Physical activity has long been
known to bestow such benefits as help-
ing to maintain a healthy weight and
reduce stress, not to mention tighten-
ing those abs. Now, a growing body of
research is showing that regular exer-
cise--as simple as a brisk 30- to 45-
minute walk five times a week—can
boost the body’s immune system, in-
creasing the circulation of natural killer
cells that fight off viruses and bacteria.
And exercise has been show: to im-
prove the body’s response to the infin-
enza vaccine, making it
more effective at keep-
ing the virus at bay.

“No pill or nutri-
tional supplement has
the power of near-daily
mederate activity in
lowering the number of
sick days people take,”
says David Nieman, di-
rector of Appalachian
State University’s Hu-
man Performance Lab in Kannapolis,
N.C. Dr. Nieman has conducted several
randomized controlied studies showing
that people who walked briskly for 45
minutes, five days a week over 12 to 15
weeks had fewer and less severe upper
respiratory tract infections, such as
colds and flu. These subjects reduced
their number of sick days 25% to 50%
compared with sedentary control sub-
jects, he says.

Medical experts say inactivity poses
as great a health risk as smoking, con-
tributing to heart disease, diabetes, hy-
pertension, cancer, depression, arthritis
and osteoporesis. The Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention says 36%
of U.5. adults didn’t engage in any lei-
sure-time physical activity in 2008.

Even lean men and women whe are
inactive are at higher risk of death and
disease. So while reducing obesity is an
Important goal, “the better message
would be to get everyone to walk 30
minutes a day” says Robert Saliis, co-
director of sports medicine at Fontana
Medical Cernter, a Southern California
facility owned by managed-care giant
Kaiser Permanente. “We need to refo-
cus the national message on physical
activity, which can have a bigger im-
pact on health than losing weight.”

Regular exercise has been shown to
combat the ongoing damage done to
cells, tissues and organs that underlies
many chronic conditions. Indeed, stud-
les have found exercise can lower blood
pressure, reduce bad cholesterol, and
cut the incidence of Type 2 diabetes.

Building on that earlier research,
scientific studies are now suggesting
that exercise-induced changes in the

bedy's immune system may protect
against some forms of cancer. For ex-
ample, Harvard Medical School’s con-
sumer Web site (hms.harvard.edu/pub-

Jic/consumer) notes that more than 60

studies in recent vears taken together
suggest that women who exercise regu-
larly can expect a 20% to 30% reduction
in the chance of getting breast cancer
compared with womes who didn't exer-
cise. While researchers are still study-
ing the molecular changes caused by
exercise and how they affect cancer, the
studies suggest the outcome could be
due to exercise’s ability to lower estro-
gen levels.

One study of 3,000 women being
treated for breast cancer, published in
the Journal of the American Medical
Association, showed that for those pa-
tients with hormone-responsive tu-
mors, walking the equivalent of three
to five hours per week at an average
pace reduced the risk of dying from the
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disease by 50% compared with more
sedentary women,

Researchers are also imrestigat'mg
whether exercise can influence aging in
the body. In particular, they are looking
at whether exercise lengthens telom-
eres, the strands of DNA at the tips of
chromosomes. When telomeres get too
short, cells no longer can divide and
they become inactive, a process associ-
ated with aging, cancer and a higher
risk of death,

In a study published in November in
Circulation, the medical journal of the
American Heart Association, German
regearcheys compared two groups of
professional athletes (32 of whom were
in their early 20s, and 25 who were
middle-aged) with two groups (26
young and 21 middle-aged} who were
healthy nonsmokers, but not regular

" exercisers. The athietes had signifi-

cantly less erosion in telomeres than
their more sedentary counterparts, The

Other studies show
that exercise...

* Lowers the risk of
strofke by 27%.

+* Reduces the
incidence of diabates
by approximately 50%.

* Reduces the
incidence of
high-blood pressure
by approximately 40%.

* Can reduce mortality
and the risk of
recurrent breast

cancer by
approximately 50%.

* Can lower the risk of
colon cancer by over
60%.

¥ Can reduce the risk
of developing
Alzheimer's disease
by approximately 40%.

* Can decrease
depression as
effectively as Prozac or
behavioral therapy.

Source: Amerlcap College of Sports Medicine

study concluded that physical activity
has an anti-aging effect at the cellular
level, suggesting exercise could prevent
aging of the cardiovascular system.

Efforts are underway to get seden-
tary Americans moving. The federal
government issued its first national ex-
ercise guidelines in 2008, Now it is
working with a number of medical and
fitness groups to develop a National
Physical Activity plamn, to be released
early this year, to encourage Americans
to adhere to the guidelines.

The guideiines, developed by the
Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices and available at health.gov/pagu-
idelines, recommend that adults get at
least two howrs and 30 mimites weekly
of moderate-intensity aerobie physical
activity, or one hour and 15 minutes a
week of vigorous-intensity aercbic ex-
ercise, or an equivalent combination of
both, The guidelines also say that addi-
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tional heaith benefits can be had
from as much as doubling the
minimum recommendation for
aerobic exercise. Also recom-
mended: muscle-strengthening
activities two or more days a
week, whicli protects against a
decline in bone mass, especially
that experienced by post-meno-
pausal women.

Kaiser Permmanente's D Sallis
also is chairman of Exercise is
Medicine, a two-year-old pro-
gram developed by the American
College of Sports Medicine and
the American Medical Associa-
tion to encourage doctors to as-
sess and review each patient’s
physical activity program at ev-
ery visit. A survey by the ACSM,
whose members include physi-
cians and exercise-science pro-
fessionals, found that only four
out of 10 doctors talk to their
patients about the importance of
exercise, and they don't always
offer suggestions on the best
ways to be physically active.

Kaiser Permanente's Califor-
nia facilities last year began roll-
ing out exercise counseling fo
eight million members as part of
their regular doctor visits. The
company also has set up a foll-
free nhone line to help members
create a perscnal-fitness plan in-
corporating favorite activities
like gardening. “Exercise can be
used like a vaccine to prevent
disease and a medication to

treat disease,” says Dr. Sallis. “if
there were a drug with the same
benefits as exercise, it would in-
stantly be the standard of care”

While some patienis may
have risk factors such as heart
conditions that could lead to
heart attacks and sudden cardiac
death with physical exertion,
physicians can screen for such
risks before prescribing an exer-
cise program. Also, the exerci-
seismedicine.org Web site in-
cludes videos and
self-assessment tools for con-
sumers oh how to start an exer-
cise program, including how to
exercise with diseases such as
asthma and heart disease, and
exercise following a stroke or
heart attack,

Starting an exercise program
can have benefits at any age, but
is particularly important for
those over 40, when physical
strength, endurance, flexibility
and balance begin to decline,
says Pamela Peeke, a Bethesda,
Md., physictan and fitness expert
wheo is the author of “Fit to
Live,” an advice book on how to
create and stick to a fitness plan.

Naomi Henderson, 66, says
Dr. Peeke gave hey an exercise
prescription several years ago,
when she weighed 220 pounds.
The plan called for Ms. Hender-
son, who owns her own market-
research company, to start by
walking on a treadmill five min-
utes a day and gradually in-
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crease the duration as her fit-
ness level improved. Eventually
she was able to walk in a mara-
thon. Ms. Henderson says she
has slimmed down to a size 12
from an 18 and says she is rarely
iil. “I look at exercise as no dif-
ferent than a drug I have to take
to stay heaithy,” she says.

Lisa Callahan, co-director of
the Women’s Sports Medicine
Center at New York’s Hospital
for Special Surgery, says her pa-
tients are often only partially
aware of the henefits of exercise.

They mady know that it is
helpful in reducing their risk of
osteoporosis, for example, but
they usually don’t know that a
combination of strength train-
ing, aerobic exercise and balance
training is most effective at
staving off the disease, says Dr.
Callahan, author of “The Fitness
Factor,” a guide for women.

Dr. Nieman, of Appalachian
State University, says that dur-
ing exercise, two types of im-
mune cells circulate more freely
in the bleod, neutralizing patho-
gens, Although the immune sys-
tem returns to normal within
three hours, the effect of the ex-
ercise is cummulative, adding up
over time to reduce illness rates,
he says. He compares the pro-
cess to “a cleaner who comes in
for an hour a day, so by the end
of a month, your house looks
miuch hetter.”

But, Dr. Nieman says, high-in-
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tensity exercise over long peri-
ods, like running a marathon,
can “take a good thing too far.”
Such exertion can induce the re-
lease of stress hormones in the
body that damp some functions
of the immune system tempo-
rarily, increasing susceptibility
to infection for short periods. He
cites a five-year study he con-
ducted on 350 athletes who com-
pleted an uitra-marathon 160-ki-
lometer race in the Sierra
Nevada mountains. Among the
contestants, one out of four re-
ported sickness in the two weeks
following the races.

Still, says Robert Mazzeo, a
professor in the department of
integrative physiology at the
University of Colorado in Boul-
der, although a single bout of in-
tense exercise can suppress the
immune system, long-term: train-
ing in marathoners and other
athletes can boost their baseline
immunity and ahility to respond
to the stress of intense exercis-
ing. Rather than worrying about
super athletes, however, “my
concern is the sedentary peopie
who start out pumping the Stair-
master too hard, then get sick
and stop working out,” says Dr.
Mazzeo., “If you've made a New
Year’s resolution to get in shape,
don't try to do it all at once,” he
says.




