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Walk your way to health:
October 15 — World Walking Day

As defined by the World Health Organization (WHO), phys-
ical activity is “any bodily movement produced by skele-
tal muscles that requires energy expenditure! It is one of
the fundamental functional stimuli to the body, which, if
regularly applied, reduces the risk of developing a series of
chronic, primarily cardiovascular, diseases, certain types of
cancer, non-insulin-dependent diabetes, and osteoporosis.
Regular physical activity stimulates glucose metabolism,
reduces body fat, benefits body weight regulation, low-
ers the blood pressure, as well as reduces the loss of bone
mass. Physical activity helps to reduce stress and improves
sleep quality, which is an important part of good health
and life quality in general (1-4). A significant increase in
the prevalence of chronic non-communicable diseases
(CNCD) and outbreaks of overweight and obesity illustrate
an imbalance between life style and the biological need
for physical activity. Physical inactivity has thus developed
into one of the major risk factors for population health and
development of CNCDs. It is present in many countries and
associated with 3.2 million death cases, globally involving
670000 persons younger than 60 years, and some 30% of
diabetes and ischemic heart disease cases (4,5). Epidemio-
logical studies have also shown that physical inactivity has
economical consequences, producing a major burden for
the health budget. Due to all this, the WHO stresses physi-
cal activity as a vitally important segment in the CNCD
prevention and recommends regular moderate exercise
of minimum duration of 150 minutes weekly for healthy
adults aged 18-64 years (4-6).

Different international studies reported significantly dis-
similar results on the frequency of physical activity, de-
pending on the definition of physical activity and type
of the evaluation questionnaire used. A WHO study con-
ducted in the period 2002-2003 in 51 countries across the
globe, employing the shorter version of the Internation-
al Physical Activity Questionnaire, showed an 18% preva-
lence of physical inactivity, ranging widely among men
(2%-52%) and women (4%-71%) alike (7). The aspects of
physical activity in Croatia were analyzed in the scope
of Croatian Health Survey (CHS) 2003 and 2008. Data for
2003 showed that 30.5% of Croatian citizens found them-

CM)

Tomislav Benjak

Croatian Institute for Public Health, Zagreb, Croatia

tomislav.benjak@hzjz.hr

selves physically inactive, with a similar prevalence share
for men and women - 28.9% and 31.9%, respectively. In
2008, the prevalence of physical inactivity was on the up-
surge at 37.7%; 36.8% in men and 38.1% women, with a
significantly higher prevalence in persons over 64 years
than in younger age groups. The results of both surveys
also draw attention to more than 20% of physically inac-
tive persons across all age groups (<35, 35-64, and 65+),
pointing to the fact that the problem of physical inactivity
exists in the overall Croatian population (8-10). A sufficient
level of exercise in childhood and youth implies moderate
(or intense) physical activity every day for a minimum of
one hour. According to the Health Behavior in School-aged
Children results for 2010, the Croatian youth is moderately
active on average 4.2 days a week (4.6 days boys and 3.8
days girls) (11). According to experts from the Zagreb Fac-
ulty of Kinesiology (12), the gravest concern is that the low-
est level of physical activity was associated with the 15-24
age group. What is also concerning is an increasing preva-
lence of modern sedentary leisure activities, such as com-
puter games and other computer-related activities. A fur-
ther intensification of such a trend can be expected due to
the increasing trend of computerization. To decrease these
negative trends and increase the number of physically ac-
tive persons, a continuous promotion of physical activity
and its benefits is needed.

Walking (hiking) is an ideal mode of daily exercise. Walk-
ing is 100% acceptable for all ambulatory individuals, but
also suitable for many chronic blood pressure, heart, and
asthma patients. It is safe and presents a minimum risk of
injuries compared to all other physical activities. Though
it is an extremely effective and healthy form of exercise,
the significance of walking is rarely acknowledged, mak-
ing it probably the most underestimated physical activity,
lagging behind various commercial and aggressively ad-
vertized activities such as fitness, wellness, etc. The advan-
tage of walking, compared to other forms of exercise, is
that it does not need to be intense or long-term to start
improving your health. The basic rule is to walk in sync
with your body fitness, meaning maximally fast but not
losing your breath. If gasping for breath, the rhythm
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should be slowed down until breathing goes back to nor-
mal, and then gradually sped up again. The purpose of
walking is not to get out of breath, but rather move in tune
with your physical abilities. Regular hiking in proper pos-
ture for 30 minutes five days a week has proven to reduce
risk factors and benefit overall health in numerous ways.
Walking prevents the risk of developing certain types of
cancer (breast and colon), type Il diabetes, cardiovascular
diseases, as well as depression. Furthermore, it extends life
expectancy even in individuals suffering from overweight
or elevated blood pressure. Walking also increases mineral
bone density and balances the levels of lipoproteins in the
blood (4-6,13,14). After the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro
in 1992, the Trim and Fitness International Sport for All As-
sociation proposed naming October 15 the World Walk-
ing Day. The idea was to get as many people out into the
nature to develop awareness about the need for environ-
mental protection and physical activity (walking in particu-
lar) as the simplest and most purposeful form of maintain-
ing and improving one’s health. This year too, October 15
will be observed across the world and in Croatia. This is the
ideal opportunity to start, or consolidate, one of the most
health-beneficial habits.
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