Is sitting the new smoking?
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You’ve no doubt heard the news by now: a car-commuting, desk-bound, TV-watching lifestyle can be harmful to your health. All the time we spend sitting behind a steering wheel, slumped over a keyboard, or slouching while we wait for a train is linked to increased risks of heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and even depression – to the point that experts have labelled this modern-day health epidemic the ‘sitting disease’.

But wait, you’re a runner. You needn’t worry about the effects of sedentary living, because you’re active – right? Well, not so fast. A growing body of research shows that people who spend many hours of the day glued to a seat die at an earlier age than those who sit less – even if those sitters exercise.

“Up until very recently, if you exercised for 60 minutes or more a day, you were considered physically active, case closed,” says Travis Saunders, a PhD student and certified exercise physiologist researching active living and obesity at a children’s hospital. “Now a consistent body of emerging research suggests it is entirely possible to meet current physical activity guidelines while still being incredibly sedentary, and that sitting increases your risk of death and disease, even if you are getting plenty of physical activity. It’s a bit like smoking. Smoking is bad for you even if you get lots of exercise. So is sitting too much.”

Unfortunately, outside of regularly scheduled exercise sessions, active people sit just as much as their couch-potato peers. In a 2012 study published in the International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, researchers reported that people spent an average of 64 hours a week sitting, 28 hours standing, and 11 hours milling about (non-exercise walking), whether or not they exercised for the recommended 150 minutes a week. That’s more than nine hours a day of sitting, no matter how active they otherwise were. “We were very surprised that even the highest level of exercise didn’t matter at all for reducing the time spent sitting,” says study author Marc Hamilton, PhD, professor and director of a university inactivity physiology department. In fact, regular exercisers may make less of an effort to move outside their designated workout time.

A university research study presented at the 2013 annual meeting of the American College of Sports Medicine reports that people are around 30 per cent less active overall on days when they exercise, versus days when they don’t hit the road or the gym. Maybe they think they’ve worked out enough for one day. But experts say most people simply aren’t running or walking – or even just standing – enough to counteract all the damage that can result from sitting for between eight and 10 hours a day.
Spuds on the run
Unless you have a job that keeps you moving, most of your non-running time is likely to be spent sitting. And that would make you an ‘active couch potato’ – a term coined by Australian university researcher Genevieve Healy, PhD, to describe exercisers who sit for most of their day. If they aren’t careful, she says, active couch potatoes face the same health risks as their completely inactive counterparts.

“Your body is designed to move,” Hamilton says. “Sitting for an extended period of time causes your body to shut down at the metabolic level.” When your muscles (especially certain leg muscles) are immobile, your circulation slows. So you use less of your blood sugar and you burn less fat, which increases your risk of heart disease and diabetes. Indeed, a study of 3 757 women found that, for every two hours they sat in a given work day, their risk for developing diabetes went up by seven per cent, which means their risk is 56 per cent higher on days when they sit for eight hours. And a study published in the American Journal of Epidemiology reports that a man who sits for more than six hours a day increases his risk of dying from heart disease by 18 per cent and his chance of dying from diabetes by 7.8 per cent, compared with someone who sits for three hours or less a day. Although running does you much good, Healy says, if you spend the rest of your waking hours sitting, those health benefits depreciate. In a 12-year study of more than 17 000 Canadians, researchers found that the more time people spent sitting, the earlier they died – regardless of age, body weight, or how much they exercised.

Adding to the mounting evidence, Hamilton recently discovered that a key gene (called lipid phosphate phosphatase-1, or LPP1) that helps prevent blood clotting and inflammation to keep your cardiovascular system healthy, is significantly suppressed when you sit for a few hours. “The shocker was that LPP1 was not impacted by exercise if the muscles were inactive most of the day,” Hamilton says. “Pretty scary to say that LPP1 is sensitive to sitting but resistant to exercise.”

Heart disease and diabetes aren’t the only health hazards active couch potatoes face. The American Institute for Cancer Research now links prolonged sitting with increased risk of both breast and colon cancers. “Sitting time is emerging as a strong candidate for being a cancer risk factor in its own right,” says Neville Owen, PhD, head of the Behavioral Epidemiology Laboratory at Australia’s Baker IDI Heart and Diabetes Institute. “Emerging evidence suggests that the longer you sit, the higher your risk. It also seems that exercising won’t compensate for too much sitting.” According to Alberta Health Services-Cancer Care in Canada, inactivity is linked to 49 000 cases of breast cancer, 43 000 cases of colon cancer, 37 200 cases of lung cancer, and 30 600 cases of prostate cancer a year.

As if that weren’t enough to make you feel sad, a 2013 survey of nearly 30 000 women found that those who sat nine or more hours a day were more likely to be depressed than those who sat fewer than six hours a day: prolonged sitting reduces circulation, causing fewer feel-good hormones to reach your brain.
Scared out of your chair? Good.
Because the remedy is as simple as standing up and taking activity breaks.

Stuart McGill, PhD, director of the Spine Biomechanics Laboratory at a US university, says that interrupting your sedentary time as often as possible and making frequent posture changes is important. “Even breaks as short as one minute can improve your health,” he says. Developing healthier habits will also improve your running performance, says Nikki Reiter, bio mechanist with The Run S.M.A.R.T. Project.

The combination of going for a run and then parking your butt for the rest of the day (or vice versa) could be a recipe for injury. “The static sitting position can cause certain muscles to become tight or overstretched, neither of which is good for your running,” she says. Even if you went for a really intense or long run, regular activity throughout the day will help your recovery. So stand up now: it’s good for your body and mind.

On Your Feet

Set reminders: Use gadgets for good: put alarms on your computer or phone to prompt you to stand up every 20 minutes while at work. Give yourself a daily goal, like getting in 5 000 (non-running) steps, and download an app like Garmin Fit to track your activity level throughout the day.

Walk and talk: Skip the stodgy conference room and walk the halls with a co-worker when you need to brainstorm ideas or discuss a project.

Drink more: Refilling your bottle will require you to make more trips to the kitchen and the bathroom.

Chat them up: Take phone calls while standing up. If you have the space, pace around and stretch.

Exercise limits: Cut back on TV and web-surfing time. Watch the box from your treadmill. Or, do planks or foam roll during adverts.
The foot: a user's guide

Your all-important points of ground contact are key to stability and propulsion on the run. Here’s how to keep them in optimum working order to boost performance and sidestep injury. 

by Annie Rice
Forefoot
The forefoot consists of three distinct parts: five metatarsal bones (running from the arch to the toes) which act as shock absorbers and also play a crucial role in propulsion at toe-off; the toes; and two sesamoid bones, which protect tendons, absorb pressure on landing and act as leverage for the toe flexor on push-off.
Improve your run: Big toe mobility 

Why it matters ‘Fully extending through the big toe gains vital power at every step,’ says podiatrist Simon Miles (moveclinics.com). Lack of mobility means increased pronation and reduced efficiency. ‘When the weight travelling through the foot moves from the big toe to the next joint along, it creates inefficient biomechanics because this toe is not designed to propel us like the first toe is,’ explains Miles. ‘Lack of mobility can also cause osteoarthritic changes, leading to deformities and loss of function.’

Red flags ‘You should be able to lift your big toe to 60 degrees when standing,’ says physiotherapist Scott Mitchell (moveclinics.com). If you can’t, you may need to work on mobility. Another indication of reduced mobility is hard skin under the second metatarsal head, says Miles.

Maximise performance ‘Try a calf stretch with your toe extended,’ says physiotherapist Noel Thatcher (noelthatcher.co.uk). ‘Hold for 30 seconds, then repeat on the other side. Barefoot exercises on uneven surfaces such as grass or sand also benefit big-toe strength, stability and proprioception [your sense of your body’s position and orientation].’
Injury risk: Metatarsalgia

What is it? ‘A generic term referring to pain on the ball of the foot, often described as a “bruised feeling”,’ says Thatcher.
Symptoms Burning, stabbing or aching pain beneath the toes – usually worst at the second toe.
Cause Thatcher says this is caused by a combination of the following: increased training, particularly on hard surfaces; poorly cushioned shoes; rigid, supinated foot type; or anything that restricts foot movement, such as tight lacing.
Beat it Take a load off for a few days after experiencing symptoms – either by taking a complete break or switching to softer surfaces. Treat soreness with RICE (rest, ice, compress, elevate) for 24 hours, and seek medical help if pain persists. 
Prehab Try these exercises:

1. Plantar sling strengthener Loop a resistance band around a desk leg. Put the arch of your foot in the loop, then pull the band away from you, then back, 10 times. Replace your right foot with your left, and pull towards you. Repeat facing the other way.

2. Arch strengthener Pick up a marble with your big toe, hold for five seconds, release and repeat working your way from big to little toe

 
****************************************************************************
Midfoot
Made up of five tarsal bones – navicular, cuboid and three cuneiform – ‘the midfoot helps to absorb shock during pronation and provides rigidity for a powerful and stable toe off’, says Thatcher.

Improve your run: Strengthen the midfoot

Why it matters ‘Better foot strength will boost power and reduce injury further up the leg,’ says Thatcher. ‘Strengthening exercises will improve your tolerance of impact, reduce ground reaction forces and assist in a stronger, more efficient toe-off.’

Maximise performance Use barefoot bent knee calf raises: with no shoes on, stand on a step with one foot, heel overhanging. Slowly lower your heel, bending at the knee, then push up on to the toes. Complete 2-3x10 reps on each leg. 
Injury risk: Plantar fasciitis

What it is? ‘A part inflammatory, part degenerative condition of the plantar fascia, which connects the heel bone to the toes,’ explains Thatcher.

Symptoms A sharp pain or deep ache in the middle of your heel or along your arch – probably worse during the first steps of the day, or after periods spent sitting down.

Cause The main culprits are overtraining, a sudden increase in hill- or speedwork, and biomechanical flaws such as flat or high-arched feet. ‘The plantar fascia can also be torn by sudden high loads from sprinting or plyometrics,’ adds Thatcher.

Beat it ‘Treatment for acute tears is rest, ice and maybe anti-inflammatories,’ says Thatcher. The golf ball is your friend here – on the first sign of soreness, roll your foot over one. If pain persists seek expert help.

Prehab Mitchell recommends the golden rules of increasing mileage by no more than 10 per cent per week and wearing correctly fitting shoes. Also, add these stretches to your regular routine:

1 Plantar fascia stretch Push your toes up against a wall, keeping your arch and heel flat. Hold for 10 seconds, then swap sides. Repeat 10 times, three or four times daily.

2 Achilles stretch Stand facing a wall at arm’s length. Lean in, placing both hands on the wall shoulder-width apart. Extend one foot behind you with knee bent and heel on the ground. Now lean into the wall and bend your back leg, heel down, to feel the stretch in the back of the lower leg

*********************************************************************
Rearfoot
Made up of the calcaneus – the largest bone in the foot, which forms your heel – and the talus, which rests on top and forms the pivot of the ankle. ‘The rear foot provides guidance and stability in front to back and side-to-side motion at heelstrike to aid a smooth transfer of bodyweight as you run,’ says Thatcher.

Improve your run: Ankle mobility

Why? ‘Stiff ankles increase loading on the lower leg, mid-foot and forefoot,’ says Mitchell. Your foot will typically compensate by over pronating and therefore overloading the forefoot – not ideal. And this also ups your risk of foot, shin and knee injuries, warns Mitchell.

Maximize your performance ‘Ankle flexibility will be improved with gastrocnemius and soleus [calf] stretches,’ says Thatcher. Stand on a step and drop your heel. Hold for 30 seconds then repeat, this time with a bent knee – as with the mid-foot strengthener. Then switch sides. You could also add dynamic rotational lunges to your conditioning routine, progressing to using a Bosu board or rocker to challenge your stability. 

Injury risk: Stress fracture

What is it? A tiny crack on the surface of the bone.

Symptoms A sharp pain you can pinpoint. These are only diagnosable through x-ray or bone scan so seek medical help to avoid deterioration to complete fracture.

Cause Overtraining – stress fractures build up over time on weight-bearing bones such as the metatarsals. 

Beat it Time, rest and patience is the only healer here. 

Prehab Avoid overtraining by increasing your mileage and intensity gradually. Stiffness in the surrounding muscles can also aggravate the issue so limber up and heed warning signs.
Save our soles!

Blisters, rough skin and dodgy toenails? here’s how to give your feet some TLC

Athlete’s foot

This fungal infection results from damp conditions, which causes itching between the toes and underfoot.
SOS ‘Wash and dry sweaty feet post-run,’ says Ron McCulloch, director of the London Podiatric Centre .

Blisters

Superficial but common, these can spell game over in a race.

SOS Ill-fitting footwear is a culprit so ‘buy at least half a size bigger than your standard shoes’, says McCulloch. Tackle bad blisters by draining, sterilising and bandaging, advises podiatrist Simon Miles.

Runner’s toenails

Unslightly black toenails – bleeding or bruising under the toenail resulting from repetitive impact against shoes – are a runner’s rite of passage.

SOS Protect yourself as much as you can by ‘wearing shoes with a roomy toe box’, says physiotherapist Scott Mitchell.

Dry, cracked skin

This is caused by general wear and tear from running and sweating.

SOS ‘Massage your feet with moisturizers,’ advises McCulloch. ‘Though avoid applying in between your toes.’ 
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