Questions and Answers:
Guidelines on Physical Activity for Older People (aged 65 and over) – the Guidelines
1. Why have the Guidelines been produced?
The Ministry of Health (the Ministry) identified a lack of clear guidance on physical activity for health practitioners providing services for older people in New Zealand. The Ministry undertook a project to develop evidence-based guidance on the benefits of increasing physical activity and reducing sedentary behaviour. 

The Ministry, in conjunction with Sport New Zealand (formerly SPARC), produced Movement = Health, Guidelines for Promoting Physical Activity to Adults: A Resource for Health Professionals in 2005 and Physical Activity Guidelines for Children and Young People in 2007. However, with Sport New Zealand’s focus on sport and recreation, the responsibility for promoting physical activity for health benefits now lies with the Ministry. 
The Guidelines will be used to educate and encourage older people and their whānau on the benefits of leading a physically active lifestyle.

2. Who are these Guidelines for?

The Guidelines are aimed at health practitioners, physical activity professionals and community fitness providers who provide advice and recommendations on increasing physical activity levels and reducing sedentary behaviour in older people. 
3. Who do the recommendations in the Guidelines apply to?

Physical activity recommendations in the Guidelines are aimed at all older people; the same levels and types of physical activity are required for all older people regardless of their ethnicity. 

New Zealand surveys show that Māori are the most physically active group aged 65 years and over. It is important therefore to encourage Māori to keep being physically active, as well as encouraging people of other ethnicities to increase their activity levels.
4. How can I get a copy of the Guidelines?

You can view and download a copy of the Guidelines from the Ministry’s website: http://www.health.govt.nz/publication/guidelines-physical-activity-older-people-aged-65-years-and-over.

5. Is there information about the Guidelines for the public?

Yes. The Ministry has an online factsheet for the public that is based on the recommendations in the Guidelines. This factsheet can be downloaded from the consumer physical activity pages of the Ministry’s website - http://www.health.govt.nz/yourhealth-topics/physical-activity.
6. What are the key messages for older people?

The following recommendations apply to all older people in New Zealand, but should be adjusted for each older person according to his/her individual needs and abilities:

1) be as physically active as possible and limit sedentary behaviour

2) consult an appropriate health practitioner before starting or increasing physical activity

3) start off slowly and build up to the recommended daily physical activity levels 

4) aim for at least 30 minutes moderate intensity; or 15 minutes of vigorous activity; or a mixture of moderate and vigorous intensity aerobic activity on five days per week 

5) aim to do three sessions of flexibility and balance activities, and two sessions of muscle-strengthening activities per week.

The following recommendations apply to older people who are frail. These recommendations replace the recommendations given above. Older people who are frail should:

1) be as physically active as possible and limit sedentary behaviour
2) consult an appropriate health practitioner before starting or increasing physical activity

3) start off slowly and build up to the recommended daily physical activity levels 

4) aim for a mixture of low impact aerobic, resistance, balance and flexibility activities

5) discuss with their doctor whether vitamin D tablets would be beneficial.
7. How did the Ministry determine the recommendations in the Guidelines?

The Ministry commissioned and funded a literature review which was conducted by the New Zealand Guidelines Group and University of Western Sydney. The literature review analysed evidence-based research from 2004 to 2010 on the prevention and management of health conditions, and on the enhancement of wellbeing and life. The literature review also analysed international physical activity recommendations for people aged 65 years and over. 
In addition, the Ministry summarised research from 2004 to 2010 on the impact of sedentary behaviour on the health of adults, and from 2010 – 2011 on people aged 65 years and over only. This summary helped to inform development of the Guidelines on Physical Activity for Older People (aged 65 years and over). 

8. Am I not too old to start being physically active?

No. It is never too late to start regular physical activity, and the benefits are wide ranging. Incremental increases in physical activity or decreases in sedentary behaviour are both independently associated with reductions in risk of preventable health conditions and premature death. 
9. How do the Guidelines compare internationally?

The World Health Organization, Australia, Canada, the UK and the USA all recommend at least 30 minutes of moderate physical activity on five days per week, or at least 150 minutes of moderate physical activity per week (which equates to the same overall time). The Guidelines use at least 30 minutes on five days per week for consistency with Movement = Health.
Because of the variation in abilities of older people, the recommendations should be adjusted for each individual according to their needs and abilities. 

10. What are the benefits for increasing physical activity levels in older people?

Whatever their age, older people in New Zealand, including those with health conditions, are likely to improve their health and well-being, and perform daily tasks more easily with regular physical activity. 

There is a growing body of evidence to suggest that a small sustained increase in physical activity, along with a reduction in sedentary behaviour can lead to positive benefits for preventing and managing major chronic diseases and conditions.

Significant health benefits can be obtained by doing at least 30 minutes of moderate intensity aerobic physical activity on five days per week. Importantly any level of physical activity and reduction in sedentary behaviour is beneficial for health.

11. Why is it so important to reduce physical inactivity and sedentary behaviour?

Both physical inactivity and sedentary behaviour are independent risk factors for poor health.

Globally, physical inactivity is the fourth leading cause of premature death from non-communicable diseases (six percent of deaths annually) behind high blood pressure, smoking and high blood glucose levels. 

Sedentary behaviour increases and physical activity declines with age, along with the ability to perform activities of daily living, for both men and women. Even small breaks in sedentary behaviour can have positive effects on health. A reduction in sedentary behaviour is important for good health outcomes as physical activity alone may not be sufficient to offset the negative effects of other time spent being sedentary. 
12. How active are older people in New Zealand?
The Health of New Zealand Adults 2011/12 indicates that older people are the population group (by age) least likely to be meeting the physical activity guidelines for adults meaning they are not sufficiently active to achieve maximum health benefits. 
The percentage of men aged over 25 years who were physically active remained relatively consistent until the age of 74 years before dropping. Significantly, the percentage of women who regularly participate in physical activity drops off after the age of 65 years and even further after the age of 75 years. 

Up to the age of 65 years, the percentage of physically inactive men and women from all ethnic groups was relatively stable (approximately 7 to 13 percent for each individual age category) but increased after the age of 65 years. This increase was significantly greater after the age of 75 years, where nearly 30 percent of men and nearly 40 percent of women report less than 30 minutes of physical activity per week. 

13.  What consultation was undertaken for the Guidelines?
In May 2012, the Ministry consulted on draft Guidelines with approximately 50 key stakeholders with an interest or expertise in research, care of older people, falls prevention, care of older people, health sector policy; health service provision; Māori, Pacific and Asian health; health promotion; and physical activity. 

The Ministry received a total of 36 submissions which were generally favourable; 12 from individuals and 24 from organisations. The Ministry analysed the 36 submissions in September 2012, and changes to the Guidelines were made in accordance with the suggestions where appropriate. 
