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Abel Ang

Some 700,000 people took part in 
the National Steps Challenge last 
year, a programme launched by 
the Health Promotion Board to
get people to move more and get 
healthier.

When it comes to step counting, 
the goal of reaching 10,000 steps
a day seems to be the default. Ten 
thousand steps work out to around 
8km of walking in a day – roughly 
the distance between Orchard 
MRT and Paya Lebar MRT –
a figure that can seem quite 
daunting.

The 10,000-steps-a-day goal has 
become a meme in the popular 
consciousness, perpetuated by the 
popular press and smart device 
manufacturers. It traces back to 
the trade name of an early Japanese 
pedometer in the 1960s, which 
was named Manpo-kei, which 
translates to “10,000 steps meter”. 
The trade name for the device 
became so popular in Japan,
it is now the generic name for 
all pedometers in Japan. 

But Professor Lee I-Min from 
Harvard’s Medical School and the 
TH Chan School of Public Health 
has found that the 10,000-steps-
a-day goal has little scientific basis. 
She says one reason people do not 
move more is that they may think 
health benefits accrue only when 
one hits the 10,000 steps on the 
pedometer
or smart device. 

The epidemiologist’s recent 
research has been to quantify how 
many daily steps are really needed 
for people to see health benefits. 
She wrote about this in her 
end-May paper published in
the highly respected Journal Of 
American Medical Association 
Internal Medicine.

While in the United States a few 
weeks ago, I took the chance to chat 
with Prof Lee, who has dedicated 
her life to studying how physical 
activity improves health and 
longevity. If she is successful, she 
hopes her patients will “live longer 
and have a good quality of life”.

Prof Lee grew up in Penang and 
came to study medicine at the 
National University of Singapore. 
After her medical training, she 
pursued graduate studies in 
Harvard, intending to come back 
to Singapore to practise after a few 
years overseas. But a few years 
became a few decades and she has 
since built her career and life 
around her research at Harvard. 
Her parents still live in Penang
and she has a sister who practises 
medicine in Singapore.

Using data from a long-term 
observational study on 18,000 
older women, where women wore 
accelerometers from 2011 to 2015, 
she found that one does not need to 
do commando levels of physical 
activity to enjoy the significant
health and longevity benefits of 
movement.

She observed that more steps 
a day brought steady declines in 
death rates up to approximately 
7,500 steps a day, beyond which 
rates levelled. 

A person who took 4,400 steps a 
day was 40 per cent less likely to die 
during the study than the person 
who took 2,700 steps a day. 
Similarly, a person who took 7,500 
steps a day was 65 per cent less 
likely to die during the study. 
In other words: More steps, longer 
life. 

In her past studies, she also found 
a significantly lower incidence of 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes 
and cancer among those with more 
physical activity. More movement, 
healthier life.

Prof Lee might indeed be onto 
something. While 10,000 steps
a day might be too intimidating, 
health benefits can be seen at a 
more approachable 4,400 steps
a day, which is roughly the distance 
from Orchard MRT to Raffles Place 
MRT. 

She told The New York Times 
she was surprised that “such a 
relatively small number of steps 
would be associated with such a 
substantial reduction in mortality”.

Given that the average number of 
steps taken globally is 5,000 steps 
a day, the number of steps that 
people are taking is likely already 
giving them a health benefit. 
Singapore recently unseated Japan 
as the world champion of life 
expectancy, according to the 
US Institute for Health Metrics 
and Evaluation. 

It would appear that many 
Singaporeans might already be 
getting enough steps to live a 
longer and healthier life – so relax.

Prof Lee encourages her patients 
to make small lifestyle changes to 
be more physically active. Her 
point is that one does not need to 
go out for a run to get an additional 
2,000 steps each day. 

Simple habits such as parking in 
the first parking space you find in a 
carpark and walking to the mall 
entrance, rather than circling the 
area to find a closer parking space; 
or walking to the MRT station 
instead of taking the shuttle bus 
can help to beef up the number of 
steps taken during the day. 

Britain’s Academy of Medical 
Royal Colleges calls physical 
activity the “miracle cure”. Last 
year, the Physical Activity 
Guidelines Advisory Committee in 
the US did a detailed review of the 
state-of-the-art research on 
physical activity and essentially 
came to the same conclusion. 

The US study pointed out that 
some benefits of physical activity 
happen immediately. A single bout 
of moderate-to-vigorous physical 
activity can improve that night’s 
sleep, reduce anxiety symptoms, 
improve cognition, reduce blood 
pressure and improve insulin 
sensitivity on the day it is 
performed. Most of these 
improvements have greater impact 
with regular moderate-to-vigorous 
physical activity. 

Prof Lee’s passion to bring the 
“miracle cure” to all is palpable 
when you speak to her. She also 
practises what she preaches and 
runs five times a week. On the days 
she does not run, she walks 
everywhere and uses public 
transport. 

She keeps up the routine even in 
harsh Boston winters. She is proud 
of how walking keeps her on time 
during the winters, when traffic is 
crawling due to snow on the roads. 
Her secret for winter walking – 
good boots.

When asked what advice she 
would give to the readers of this 
column, she quoted her late mentor 
Ralph Paffenbarger from Stanford 
University, the father of physical 
activity research: “Anything that 
gets worse as you grow older, gets 
better with exercise.”
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From  a  63-year-old  muay  thai  
trainer  who  is  fitter  now  than  
before he began exercising in his 
40s to an 87-year-old grandmother 
who no longer needs a wheelchair 
after  three  months  of  strength  
training,  regular  exercise  could  
help people hack their bodies and 
reverse some ill effects of age.

Six months ago, Madam Chong 
Kim Hai was in a wheelchair, find-
ing it hard to walk because of back 
and leg pain caused by a narrowing 

of the joints in her spine.
After months of resistance train-

ing under the guidance of a physio-
therapist, the 87-year-old can now 
walk for half an hour without stop-
ping and no longer needs the wheel-
chair to get around.

“I have more endurance. There is 
less  pain  in  my  legs.  I’m  more  
relaxed in the evenings and sleep 
well at night,” she says.

These days, Madam Chong exer-
cises four times a week for an hour 
each session. 

Two  sessions  are  spent  doing  
aerobic and strength training at a 
Housing Board void deck under a 
programme set up by Touch Com-
munity  Services.  The  other  two  
sessions  are  at  the  Gym  Tonic  
strength  training  programme  for  
the elderly developed by the Lien 
Foundation,  together  with  health  
technology company PulseSync. 

The idea behind the Gym Tonic 
programme  is  that  exercise  is  
medicinal  and  can  reduce  or  
reverse  physical  symptoms  in  
senior  citizens,  such  as  low  
stamina,  weakness  and  trouble  
with walking. 

Senior  citizens  such  as  Madam  
Chong  are  guided  through  a  12-  

week programme of  exercises on 
“smart” machines that look similar 
to  gym  equipment,  but  can  be  
adjusted to a resistance low enough 
for frail users to push against.

Asked  to  demonstrate,  Madam  
Chong gets up confidently from her 
chair without assistance and walks 
over to the machines at the Gym 
Tonic outlet in Ang Mo Kio. 

As she starts on exercises meant 
to strengthen her legs,  chest, abs 
and  hips,  the  sight  of  friends  in  
wheelchairs motivates her to keep 
exercising  “since  I  can  do  more  
than them”.

It was reported last month that 
Singaporeans topped the world in 
life  expectancy  in  2017,  with  an  
expected lifespan at birth of 84.8 
years. However, 10.6 of these years 
would be spent in poor health, ac-
cording to the Burden of Disease in 

Singapore 1990-2017 report, by the 
Institute of Health Metrics and Eval-
uation in the United States in collab-
oration with the Ministry of Health.

Gym  Tonic  programmes  were  
first  deployed  in  nursing  homes  
and senior care centres in 2015 and 
are now being extended to 32 loca-
tions around the island, with com-
munity  partners  such  as  Touch  
Community Services and ActiveSG 
Gym@Our Tampines Hub. 

So  many  users  have  benefited  
from the programme and want to 
continue with it that the Lien Foun-
dation is looking for more commu-
nity partners with suitable spaces 
to open similar gyms.

Another senior citizen who saw 
his body transform after only three 
months of strength training under 
Gym  Tonic  is  Mr  Eric  Wong,  a  
former carpenter. 

Now 77, he is on medication for 
diabetes and used to worry about 
falls when walking. After 12 weeks 
of exercise, he confidently climbs 
overhead bridges. 

“Now, when I meet my friends, 
they say  I  look very healthy,”  he 
says with a laugh. The diabetes is 
under control as well. 

“My  advice  for  the  younger  
generation is that they should start 
training now if they can, so they will 
be healthy when they are older.”

Many older people worry about 
starting to exercise late in life. 

Mr  Spencer  Soh,  a  63-year-old  
personal trainer with Fitness First 
Singapore, says: “There are a lot of 
myths  about  exercising,  such  as  
that inactivity is the safest thing to 
do  when  you  age.  This  is  totally  
wrong. Inactivity will cause you to 
deteriorate.”

The muay thai trainer says he is 
fitter  now  than  when  he  started  
exercising in his 40s. In the 1990s, 
he had a pot belly and worked two 
jobs – as a musician and in night-
club  security  –  which  meant  his  
mealtimes  were  irregular  and  he  
often ate unhealthily.

That  slowly  changed  when  he  
joined Fitness First Singapore and 
took up Thai boxing. Now, he has a 
visible six-pack and trains clients 
from 6.30am to 8pm almost every 
day. 

But  he  notes  that  functional  
fitness – the ability to move, pick up 
heavy things and bend easily – is 
about more than showy muscles.

“For  the  elderly,  I  recommend  
that they move their bodies. I don’t 
use the term ‘exercise’ because it  
scares them,” he says. “Make them 
do something fun that progresses 

to a passion, like line dancing.”
He  has  his  own  long-term  

exercise regime worked out – when 
muay thai becomes too tough on his 
body, he will move on to cycling, 
which puts less stress on the joints, 
and lift lighter weights. 

The  biggest  problem  as  people  
age is that they tend to lose muscle 
mass because of inactivity and this 
makes it more difficult to partici-
pate in everyday activities. 

Senior  physiotherapist  Vivian  
Lim, 34, works with Touch Commu-
nity  Services’  Gym  Tonic  pro-
gramme and offers hope to older 
people  who  may  be  very  weak,  
perhaps because they are recover-
ing from an illness. 

She  has  worked  to  strengthen  
clients who are home-bound, start-
ing  them  with  simple  physical  
activities such as getting a glass of 

water from the kitchen or wiping 
the  table.  As  their  stamina  im-
proves,  they  go on to do a  short  
walk in the neighbourhood.

Social connections are as impor-
tant as exercise, she says.

“I brought a client out for a walk 
in the neighbourhood and a neigh-
bour asked why the client hadn’t 
been seen for a while. The fact that 
someone  noticed  you  have  been  
missing,  that  connection  does  
make a lot of difference.”

Similarly, she notes clients bond-
ing during Gym Tonic sessions and 
afterwards sitting down for a chat. 

“I feel it’s very crucial, the sense 
of belonging, this sense of commu-
nity. We recognise that it’s not just 
the  physical  part  that  makes  a  
difference,” she says. 
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A study by a Harvard professor on 
how many daily steps are needed 
to yield health benefits finds that 
the bottom line is to keep moving 

Art and 
a simple 
appetite 
for good 
health

With regular exercise, including 
resistance training, seniors have 
managed to regain strength and 
stamina for physical activities 

Just keep walking 
for a longer, 
healthier life

A  voracious  appetite  for  art  and  
simple  meals  has  kept  pioneer  
painter Lim Tze Peng active and 
continuing to paint even at the age 
of 97.

Right now, the oldest living mem-
ber of Singapore’s second-genera-
tion artists is preparing for his first 
solo show in India, at the historic 
Dr Bhau Daji Lad Museum in Mum-
bai from Aug 3 to Sept 16. 

Every day, he climbs a flight of 
stairs  to  his  second-floor  home  
studio in Telok Kurau and works on 
his visual art.

“I  go up and down these stairs 
seven  or  eight  times  a  day,”  the  
father  of  six  says  in  Mandarin,  
through an interpreter.

In the past year, he has painted 

five new abstract works, each taller 
than he is,  for the upcoming The 
Spirit Of Ink exhibition. The show-
case in India will include his past 
paintings, which are rooted in the 
art of Chinese calligraphy.

Born in September 1921, Lim was 
a school principal who began paint-
ing in the 1950s. 

He made it his life’s work after he 
retired.  The  self-taught  artist  re-
ceived  Singapore’s  highest  arts  
honour, the Cultural Medallion, in 
2003 and, four years later, had his 
first solo show at the National Art 
Museum of China, Beijing.

Others his age or younger may be 
battling severe health issues. Lim 
says  his  hands  and  eyes  remain  
strong.  He  demonstrates  this  by  

touching  up  a  canvas.  “One  ear  
can’t hear so well, but the other is 
still good,” he adds with a smile.

He credits his good health to his 
passion for painting and a “simple, 
systematic life”, where he follows 
the same routine every day. 

He wakes before 8.30am, has a 
morning walk, eats cereal for break-
fast  and  reads  the  newspaper.  
Lunch is a bowl of porridge, after 
which  he  heads  to  his  studio  to  
paint. Dinner is equally simple. He 
also walks around the neighbour-
hood again with his wife, Madam 
Soh Siew Lay.

“I follow a systematic lifestyle so 
my mind is clear to paint,” he says.

“I’m also very cautious in terms of 
eating.  I  don’t  eat  greasy  food.  I  

don’t like fatty meats. If I’m thirsty, 
I drink water.” 

Painting might  also  be keeping  
him healthy. “Writing calligraphy is 
exercise.  You  look  up  and  down, 
your body is moving.”

As he inches towards his 100th 
birthday, what advice does he want 
to  pass  on  to  younger  folk?  He  
proffers these words: Never argue, 
always  be  honest,  do  something  
that you love and perform charita-
ble acts. 

“I think my mental health is good 
because I think about good things,” 
he says.  “I  never criticise people.  
During an argument, I will use rea-
sonable words, not anger. I feel that 
the foundation of good calligraphy 
is having a good personality.” 

Transform 
your body 
with 
exercise
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(Left) After 
three months
of strength 
training at Gym 
Tonic, Mr Eric 
Wong, 77, can 
confidently 
climb overhead 
bridges. 
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(Left) Madam 
Chong Kim Hai, 
87, had back 
and leg pain 
caused by a 
narrowing of
the joints in her 
spine, but after 
months of 
resistance 
training, she 
no longer needs 
a wheelchair
to get around.

Muay thai 
trainer Spencer 
Soh, 63, is fitter 
now than when 
he started 
exercising
in his 40s. 

SCAN TO WATCH

http://str.sg/spencersoh

Fighting fit at 63

Pioneer 
painter Lim 
Tze Peng, 
who turns 98 
in September, 
is preparing 
for his first 
solo show
in India 
next month. 
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