EXERCISE MYTHS Part I

Getting Americans off the couch and onto their feet could save an estimated 20,000 lives a year, says the Surgeon General. Yet most of us are either sedentary or only minimally active. 

Confusion may keep many couch potatoes from getting into shape. People still ask questions like: How often should I exercise? (The more the better but at least 30 minutes nearly every day.) Does it have to be 30 minutes straight? (No. Shorter bouts are fine.) Do I need to go to the gym? (No. Walking, dancing, lawn mowing, and gardening are fine, if they're intense enough.) 

Still in a world where infomercials, magazine, videos and friends may give conflicting advice, misunderstanding abounds. This month we try to clear it up. 

Exercise Myths

Strength training will make women too muscular. 

Many women are afraid that strength training will make them bulky, "says Miriam Nelson of the Jean Mayer U.S. Department of Agriculture Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging at Tufts University in Boston. "They think strength training is only for men."  

"Women naturally have less bone and muscle than men so they need to take care of what they've got." says Nelson. That's why women are at a greater risk of osteoporosis than men. And lost muscle puts women at a greater risk of disability as they age. 

In fact, strength training has enormous benefits for women. In one of Nelson's studies, postmenopausal women who were sedentary were randomly assigned to do strength-training exercises twice a week or to do no additional exercise. After a year, the strength trainers had greater bone density, muscle mass, muscle strength, and balance than the sedentary women. 

Light Weights on your arms and legs can boost your exercise benefit. 

 Some people carry light (one or two pound) hand-held weights when they walk or run. Others strap Velcro-fastened weights around their ankles. Don't bother, says exercise physiologist Ben Hurley of the University of Maryland. 

"It slows you down, so you get less benefit from aerobic exercise, and it doesn't add enough weight to give you the benefits of strength training." he explains. 

 To build muscle, you have to use weights that you can lift no more than eight to 12 times in a row. "If you can go beyond the twelfth repetition, the resistance is too light to stress the muscle," says Hurley. "As your muscles get stronger, you need to add more weight - or other resistance - so you can still do only eight to 12 repetitions." 

With the right exercise, you can get rid of trouble spots. 

 "Some people believe that if they exercise one area, it will cause fat to be removed from that area,” says Rosemary Lindle, a University of Maryland exercise physiologist. 

"In our gym the men, who tend to store fat in their abdomens, are on the abs machines, and the women are on the total hip machines for hours," she notes. "But spot-reducing is a myth." 

Abdominal and hip exercises can strengthen and tone the muscles. But those muscles are underneath the "subcutaneous" layer of fat that gives the lovely appearance of flab. Only losing weight can get rid of excess fat, and where you lose the weight depends on your genes. Losing weight around the waist is easier than losing it at the hips. 

If you don't lose weight, there's no point in exercising. 

 What gets most people off the couch and into their walking shoes? It's that unwanted flab that motivates most of us. It shouldn't. 

"Many people don't see immediate weight loss and says it's all for naught and stop," says exercise expert William Haskell of Stanford University Medical School. 

In fact, exercise has a laundry list of benefits beyond any impact on your next shopping trip. Among them: "It improves the ability of insulin to enter cells, so it lowers the risk of diabetes," says Haskell. "It also lowers the risk of heart disease by improving blood clotting mechanisms, lowering triglycerides, and raising HDL ('good') cholesterol." 

Exercise alters not only your risk of disease, but also your quality of life, he adds. "In our studies, exercise improved sleep in people with modes sleep dysfunction," that is people who take a long time to fall asleep or who wake up frequently at night.

"The psychological benefits of exercise are frequently overlooked," says Haskell. "Exercise isn't a panacea, but it has consistently been shown to relieve both depression and anxiety."  
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