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Walking: What are the health benefits?

People who are currently very inactive can lose some
weight and body fat, and increase their cardiovascular
fitness, if they have four or more walks a week that last at
least an hour in total.
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People who are currently very inactive can lose some
weight and body fat, and increase their cardiovascular
fitness, if they have four or more walks a week that last at
least an hour in total.

Brisk walking is a form of exercise that has a lower risk of
injury than many other kinds of exercise. It is easy for many
people to do, and people who walk a lot can usually keep
doing it late in life. Experts currently believe that people
need to get at least 30 minutes of moderate-intensity
exercise on most days of the week. However, a large
number of people do not get that much exercise. Brisk
walking that gets your heart rate up is strenuous enough to
be moderate-intensity exercise. So, according to many
experts, if you walk at a fairly brisk pace for at least 15
minutes at a time twice a day, then that is enough to get
some health benefits.

That is the theory, but what health benefits can you expect
if you walk regularly, and how much do you have to walk
to get a benefit? Researchers from Ireland and England
looked for trials that could answer these questions. They
looked for trials which only tested walking, and no other
exercise or combination of activities. The trials had to last
for at least four weeks, and they had to have measured the
impact of walking on risk factors for cardiovascular disease,
such as their heart and circulation fitness, blood pressure or
body fat distribution.

The people in the trials had to be at least 18 years old.
They had to have been quite "sedentary" before the walking
trial - which means that they were quite physically inactive
before participating in the research. All of these volunteers
were then randomly allocated to a group that walked more
or a group that continued on with an inactive lifestyle.
Random allocation in a trial means that the research
volunteers did not choose which group they ended up in.
This is important, because it means that the people who
were in the "walking group" were not more motivated or
already healthier and fitter than the people who did not
walk. Randomised controlled trials like this make it
possible for researchers to measure any differences that
happen just because of a certain intervention, like walking
more.

The researchers found 24 trials like this. Although none of
them were ideal pieces of research, together they were able
to provide information on the health effects of walking.
There were over 1,100 people in the trials, with an average
age of 52 years. There were many more women than men
in the trials, and this might be partly because walking is a

particularly popular exercise choice for women. The
walking programmes studied in the trials lasted an
average of 35 weeks (almost nine months). The average
number of days per week that people walked was 4.4
days, which is close to current recommendations for
frequency of exercise. The average amount of time they
spent walking was 190 minutes - that is over three hours
per week. Some people walked just under an hour, while
others walked up to four and a half hours a week. Those
who spent less time walking, however, walked faster and
exerted themselves more.

The researchers concluded that these trials show that
walking can lower the risk of cardiovascular disease in
people who are currently very inactive. The walking has
to be regular, and it has to be "brisk". Brisk walking means
that you are walking quickly enough to make your heart
and lungs work harder. It is less strenuous than running,
and you do not have to be very out of breath, but it
should be more than just a normal walk.

Every trial found that people's cardiovascular fitness
improved a little if they regularly went on brisk walks
over a period of months. This means that their hearts were
a little stronger, and they were able to cope with more
exercise as well. There was a small beneficial effect on
their blood pressure too. The people who spent less time
walking, but walked very briskly, experienced the same
health benefits as people who spent more time walking,
but walked more slowly.

The average weight loss was around 1 kg (or just over 2
pounds), which was 1.4% of their body weight and
almost 2% of their body fat. This means that they had a
small reduction (just over 1%) in their BMI. The BMI is
the body mass index - you can read more about this
measure here (URL:
http://www.gesundheitsinformation.de/dictionary.57.en.html?bab[char]=b&bab[reset]=1&bab[entry_id]=379&bab[search_offset]=0)
. Because the trials did not continue for longer, it is not
known whether people kept walking regularly and kept
losing weight. You can read more about the research on
exercise and long-term weight loss here (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.325.en.html) .

The researchers concluded that even the people who
walked for less than an extra hour a week experienced
health benefits. So if you are a person who is currently
very inactive, even one extra hour a week could improve
your health. Other research has found several strategies
that help people who are living very sedentary lives to
walk an extra 30 minutes or an extra hour a week. You
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can read more about that here (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.396.en.html) .
The main thing is to keep it up and get used to more
strenuous, brisk walking so that it becomes a natural part of
your everyday life.

Author: German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in
Health Care (IQWiG)
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Glossary

BMI

The Body Mass Index (BMI) is a measurement used to
assess body weight. It describes the relationship between a
person’s weight and height and is calculated using the
following formula: BMI = weight (kg) / height (m)2. For
example, if you are 1.70 m tall and weigh 60 kg, you
would calculate your BMI like this: 60 / (1.70 x 1.70) =
20.76. So this would mean that you have a BMI of around
21. People who have a BMI between 18.5 and 24.9 are
considered to have a normal weight. A BMI below 18.5 is
considered to be underweight, and a BMI between 25 and
29.9 is considered to be overweight. People who have a
BMI over 30 are considered to be obese. The BMI only says
something about people’s total body weight, though, and
nothing about their body fat. Two people could have the
same BMI but a different amount of fat in their bodies. So a
bodybuilder who has a lot of muscle tissue and little fat
could have the same BMI as a person who has little muscle
tissue and a lot of fat. Still, a BMI over 30 is usually a sign
of a high percentage of body fat.
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The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG) 

The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG) was established by 
legislation to provide evaluations of the effectiveness, quality and efficiency of healthcare 
services. This includes the assessment of medicines as well as the publication of health infor-
mation for consumers and patients. 

Evidence basis of our health information 

Our information is based primarily on systematic reviews of the effects of health care. Syste-
matic reviews are necessary to gain an objective picture of health care. In order to do this, a 
clear question is formulated. Researchers then find all the relevant studies that could answer 
this question. They then evaluate those studies. 

You can find a list of the evidence and other scientific literature on which this information is 
based at www.informedhealthonline.org 

Disclaimer 

This information was prepared and published by the German Institute for Quality and Efficien-
cy in Health Care (IQWiG). It is based on the evidence and other scientific literature available 
at the time of publication. The information is intended for the use of patients in Germany. It is 
not intended to for use to diagnose illnesses and the information is not intended to substitute 
for medical advice. 
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