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Stretching Your Muscles to Extend
Your Life

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, August 4", 2024,

Recent studies suggest that people who regularly perform
flexibility, suppleness, and stretching exercises have a reduced
risk of cardiovascular disease and premature mortality.

It is often said that idleness is the mother of all vices, and this seems to be
especially true when it comes to its impact on health. For example, a meta-
analysis of studies involving nearly 800,000 people showed that, compared
to active people, very sedentary people had a 112% higher risk of suffering
from diabetes, 147% higher risk of being affected by a cardiovascular
event, 90% higher risk of mortality due to cardiovascular disease, and a
49% higher risk of mortality from all causes (1). Constantly sitting in your
car or staring at screens is therefore a major risk factor for all chronic
diseases.

ALITTLEISBETTER

The good news for those who are reluctant to become more active is that it
is absolutely not necessary to adopt an athletic lifestyle to counteract the
negative effects of a sedentary lifestyle. Our society places a high value on
elite sports, which can give the impression that exercise is only used to
achieve spectacular athletic performances or new records. This is totally
false! The best example is probably walking: a large study of over a
million people showed that just 15 minutes of daily walking, a light effort
that is very accessible to the vast majority of people, reduced the risk of
premature death by 15% (2). A longer and/or faster walk can obviously
reduce this risk even more, but the point is that anything that breaks the
sedentary lifestyle, even minimally, has positive repercussions on health.

STRETCH YOUR MUSCLES, LENGTHEN YOUR LIFE

Flexibility exercises like stretching are another form of light exercise that
have measurable health impacts. This may seem counterintuitive, since
stretching is typically thought of as a prelude to exercise, not exercise in
itself.

This concept originally came from a study that looked at the relationship
between different types of physical activity and the risk of premature
mortality. In that study, all 15 different types of physical activity examined
(walking, cycling, lifting weights, stretching, tennis) were associated with
a reduced risk of mortality, but stretching was one of only two activities
(the other being volleyball) that conferred additional protection, regardless
of total physical activity level (3).

This rather surprising positive effect of stretching was also observed in a
Korean study of 35,000 people (4). In this study, people who did five or
more stretching sessions per week had a 20% reduction in the risk of all-
cause mortality and a 25% reduction in the risk of cardiovascular
mortality, a protection equivalent to that offered by moderate to vigorous
aerobic exercise.

The positive impact of flexibility exercises should therefore not be
underestimated: they stimulate muscle protein synthesis (and therefore
increase muscle strength), improve arterial function and reduce blood
pressure and heart rate. They improve the sense of balance, which reduces
the risk of falls and injury. They generate a feeling of relaxation and well-
being and allow people to better face the challenges of daily life by
reducing stress. These positive effects are particularly interesting for older
people, who are often less active: in Canada, for example, barely 10% of
people aged 60 and over do the recommended minimum of 30 minutes of
exercise per day, five days per week.

Simple stretching exercises can therefore prove to be a valid alternative
and contribute to significantly improving the quality of life. In addition to
cardiovascular and muscle building, flexibility exercises are therefore
essential elements of good health and a peaceful old age. "Rigidity is the
hallmark of old age, flexibility, that of youth," the Chinese used to say.
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