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Eat Well, Age Well: Get Moving!
Stephanie K. Goodwin, Family Nutrition Program Graduate Assistant

Who should be physically active?
You should! It doesn’t matter if you call it exercise or 
physical activity, you just need to get moving! Being 
physically active almost every day will help you 
maintain your independence. The more you do, the more 
energy you may have. Physical activity will help you 
enjoy your life to its fullest potential!

Check with your doctor first if you haven’t exercised 
lately. Ask your doctor how much physical activity 
you can handle and how to warm up and stretch before 
exercising.

What should I do to be physically 
active?
Endurance, strength, balance, and flexibility are the four 
areas that are important for older adults to stay healthy 
and independent. There are exercises that target each of 
these areas. Whether it’s walking briskly or gardening, 
moving just a little bit every day will help you maintain  
or restore your endurance, strength, balance, and 
flexibility. You don’t need special equipment, and you  
can do it on your own at little or no cost!

When should I be active?
Exercise as much as you feel you can, then increase 
your exercise slowly to meet the recommended amount 
for people who are 65 years of age or older. In general, 
you should aim to include at least 30 minutes of 
physical activity most days of the week, for example, 
five or more. The best time to exercise is whenever you 
can fit it into your day. You can get the same health 
benefits by being active in shorter sessions (at least 10 
minutes) several times throughout the day.

Where can I be active in my 
community?
There are many places to be physically active where 
you live:
• Hike with your family.
• Swim with your friends.
• At home, in your yard or garden.
• Try out a fitness class at your local 

gym or community center.
• Check out your local Extension 

office for potential programs.

Why should I move more?
Regular physical activity can help you:
• Stay independent in your own home. Active older 

adults are better able to take care of their personal 
grooming, errands, and other activities of daily 
living.

• Increase your quality of life, both mentally and 
physically.

• Meet new people. 
• Decrease your risk for chronic diseases, such as 

heart disease, diabetes, or cancer.
• Better manage disease symptoms and outcomes.
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What types of exercises should I do?

1. Endurance
Endurance exercises improve and maintain a healthy 
heart, lungs, and circulatory system. Start out with 
as little as five minutes of aerobic activity, and 
then gradually build up your endurance. Experts 
recommend that older adults do moderately intense 
aerobic exercise 30 minutes per day, five days per 
week or vigorously intense aerobic exercise 20 
minutes per day, three days per week. 
Moderate-intensity aerobic activity requires the use 
of your large muscle groups and makes your heart beat 
a little faster. Examples include:

• walking • swimming

• grocery shopping • mopping or scrubbing floor

• stationary bicycling • dancing

Vigorous-intensity aerobic activity is harder than 
moderate intensity. It will increase your heart rate 
quite a bit, and you will have difficulty talking while 
exercising. Examples include:

• climbing stairs • shoveling snow

• jogging • hiking

Exercise intensity is unique to each individual. Use this 
chart to decide how intense an activity feels to you.

2. Strength
Strength training helps maintain or build muscle size. 
A small improvement in muscle strength can go a 
long way. Good muscle strength will help you get up 
from a chair, climb stairs, or pick up grandchildren. 
You don’t need anything fancy. For hand weights, try 
using empty milk jugs filled with water, full soup cans, 
or socks filled with beans and tied shut at the ends. 
Use a small amount of weight at first, then gradually 
add weight to benefit from strength exercise. Experts 
recommend that older adults do strength-training 
exercises, targeting all major muscle groups, two to 
three times per week. Take a rest day between your 
strength-training days to aid in muscle recovery. You 
should aim to preform 8-10 different strength-training 
exercises with 10-15 repetitions of each exercise at 
each session. 

Try these three strength exercises:

CHAIR STAND: strengthens 
stomach and leg muscles

(You can use your hands at first. 
When you get stronger, try it 
without using your hands.)

1.  Place pillows on the back of 
chair.

2.  Sit toward front of chair, knees 
bent at a 90-degree angle, feet 
flat on floor.

3.  Lean back on pillows in a half-
reclining position.

4.  Keep your back and shoulders 
straight throughout the exercise. 
Do this by bringing your 
shoulders down and aiming 
to hold an invisible orange 
between your shoulder blades. Raise upper body 
forward until sitting upright, using hands as little as 
possible (or not at all, if you can). Your back should 
no longer lean against pillows.

5.  Slowly stand, using your hands as little as possible.

6.  Slowly sit down again. Pause.

7.  Repeat 8-15 times.

Rating of Perceived Exertion Borg RPE Scale
6

7

8

9

10

11

Very, very light

Very light

Fairly light

How you feel when lying in bed or sitting in 
a chair relaxed.

Little or no effort.

12

13

14

15

16

Somewhat hard

Hard

Target range: how you should feel with 
exercise or activity.

17

18

19

20

Very hard

Very, very hard

Maximum exertion

How you felt with the hardest work you have 
ever done.

Don’t work this hard! 

Source material validated by the CDC: http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/
basics/measuring/exertion.htm
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8.  Rest, then do another set of 8-15 repetitions.
BICEPS CURL: strengthens 
upper arm muscles
1. Sit in armless chair with your 

back supported by back of chair.
2. Keep feet flat on floor, knees 

bent at a 90-degree angle.
3. Hold hand weights straight down 

at your sides, with palms facing 
inward.

4. Slowly bend one elbow, lifting 
weight toward shoulder. Rotate 
palm to face shoulder while 
lifting weight.

5. Hold position for one second.
6. Slowly lower arm to almost starting position (keep 

your bicep engaged the whole time). Pause.
7.  Repeat for 8-15 repetitions using the same arm. 
8.  Switch arms and repeat. 
9.  Rest, then do another set of 8-15 alternating 

repetitions on each side.

ARM RAISE: strengthens shoulder muscles
1.  Sit in armless chair with your 

back supported by back of chair.
2.  Keep feet flat on floor, and knees 

at a 90-degree angle.
3.  Hold hand weights straight down 

at your sides, with palms facing 
inward.

4.  Raise both arms to side, stopping 
at shoulder height. Hold the 
position for one second.

5.  Slowly lower arms to sides. Pause.
6.  Repeat for 8-15 repetitions.
7.  Rest, then do another set of 8-15 repetitions.

3. Balance
Balance helps you prevent falls and remain independent! 
Exercises that improve balance will strengthen the 
muscles in your legs. This will help keep you steady 
when you are on your feet. Try the balance exercises 
below. You can include them as part of your strength 
training exercises. You should aim to perform balance 

exercises two to three times per week. Progress slowly 
using table for support (1) with one hand, (2) with only one 
fingertip, (3) then with no hands. Eventually progress to 
completing the exercises with your eyes closed. 

Try these three balance exercises:

KNEE FLEXION
1.  Stand straight, holding on to a table 

or chair for balance as needed.
2.  Slowly bend one knee as far as 

possible, lifting foot behind you.
3.  Hold position for one second.
4.  Slowly lower foot all the way back 

down. Pause.
5. Repeat for 8-15 repetitions. 
6.  Switch legs and repeat for 8-15 repetitions. 
7.  Rest, then do another set of 8-15 repetitions on each 

side.

HIP EXTENSION
1.  Stand 12-18 inches from a table 

or chair, feet slightly apart.
2.  Bend forward at hips at about a 

45-degree angle, holding on to a 
table or chair for balance.

3.  Slowly lift one leg behind you. 
Do not bend your knee, point your toes, or bend your 
upper body any farther forward.

4.  Hold position for one second.
5.  Slowly lower leg. Pause.
6.  Repeat with other leg.
7.  Alternate legs until you have done 8-15 repetitions with 

each leg.
8.  Rest, then do another set of 8-15 repetitions on each 

side.

SIDE LEG RAISE
1.  Stand straight, directly behind 

table or chair, feet slightly apart.
2.  Hold on to table or chair for 

balance as needed.
3.  Slowly lift one leg 6-12 inches 

to the side. Keep your back and 
both legs straight. Do not point your toes outward; keep 
them facing forward.
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4.  Hold position for one second.
5.  Slowly lower leg all the way down. Pause.
6.  Repeat for 8-15 repetitions on one leg. 
7.  Switch legs for 8-15 repetitions.  
8.  Rest, then do another set of 8-15 alternating 

repetitions.

4. Flexibility
These exercises will help you maintain the range of 
motion necessary for daily living and physical activity.

Make sure your muscles are warmed up before 
stretching them. Start by walking in place for five 
to 10 minutes to help get blood flowing to your 
muscles to prepare your body for stretching or other 
physical activity. You should aim to perform flexibility 
exercises at least three times per week or more. The 
following exercises, and more, can be found on the 
NIH senior health website: https://www.nia.nih.
gov/health/publication/exercise-physical-activity/
sample-exercises-flexibility 

Try these three flexibility exercises:

STANDING THIGH STRETCH: stretches muscles 
in the thigh 

1.  Stand behind a sturdy chair 
with your feet shoulder-width 
apart and your knees straight, 
but not locked.

2.  Hold on to the chair for 
balance with your right hand.

3.  Bend your left leg back and 
grab your foot in your left hand. Keep your knee 
pointed to the floor. If you can’t grab your ankle, loop 
a resistance band, belt, or towel around your foot and 
hold both ends.

4.  Gently pull your leg until you feel a stretch in your 
thigh.

5.  Hold position for 10-30 seconds.
6.  Repeat at least 3-5 times.
7.  Repeat at least 3-5 times with your right leg.

CHEST STRETCH: stretches muscles across your 
upper body (chest) 
1. You can do this stretch while standing or sitting in a 

sturdy, armless chair. 
2. Keep your feet flat on the floor, shoulder-width apart. 
3. Hold arms to your sides at shoulder height, with palms 

facing forward. 
4. Slowly move your arms back, 

while squeezing your shoulder 
blades together. Stop when you 
feel a stretch or slight discomfort. 

5. Hold the position for 10 to 30 
seconds. 

6. Repeat at least 3 to 5 times.

BACK STRETCH: stretches back muscles
1. Sit up toward the front of a sturdy chair with armrests. 

Stay as straight as possible. Keep your feet flat on the 
floor, shoulder-width apart. 

2. Slowly twist to the left from your waist without moving 
your hips. Turn your head to the left. Lift your left hand 
and hold on to the left arm of the chair. Place your right 
hand on the outside of your left thigh. Twist farther, if 
possible. 

3. Hold the position for 10 to 30 
seconds. 

4. Slowly return to face forward. 
5. Repeat on the right side. 
6. Repeat at least 3 to 5 more times  

on each side. 

Sources:
American College of Sports Medicine and American Heart 
Association. Physical Activity & Public Health Guidelines. 
2007. Guidelines for adults over age 65 (or adults 50-64 
with chronic conditions, such as arthritis). www.acsm.org//
AM/Template.cfm?Section=Home_Page&TEMPLATE=/
CM/HTMLDisplay.cfm&CONTENTID=7764. National 
Institutes of Health, National Institute on Aging. 2008. 
Exercise: A guide from the National Institute on Aging. 
www.nia.nih.gov/NR/rdonlyres/25C76114-D120-4960-
946A-3F576B528BBD/0/ExerciseGuide_2008.pdf.
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