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Note from the publisher


Information given in this book is not intended to be taken as a replacement for medical advice. Any person with a condition requiring medical attention should consult a qualified medical practitioner or therapist.










INTRODUCTION


The fact that you’ve opened this book suggests that you think you are lazy, but you’re interested in exercise, if only to the extent of wanting to know more about the conundrum posed by the title. Maybe you think about exercise – you may even like the idea of it – but you don’t do anything about it because you can’t be bothered. You may have looked at this book in the hope that it offers a quick fix or an effortless remedy: a way to exercise without doing very much. The good news is: it does. Furthermore, you’re probably not as lazy as you think – for a truly lazy person, reaching out to pick up the book would be overdoing it! So, you’re not totally lazy and you are interested in exercise, at least just a tiny bit. This gives us something to work on.


EXERTION


Let’s begin by defining the terms ‘lazy’ and ‘exercise’. What exactly do you mean by lazy? Are you comparing yourself to other physically active people – professional sportsmen and women, gymnasts, dancers, those who regularly take part in sport, attend a gym or go jogging, or who are simply on the go all the time? Are you comparing yourself to how physically active you were in the past? Or do you mean that you’ve always been a couch potato who finds it an effort to work the TV remote? It’s most likely that you consider yourself lazy in comparison to how active you think you should be.




However you define it, being lazy is always in relation to exercise or exertion. If you’re lazy, you’re not inclined to exert yourself, but it’s unlikely that you never exert yourself in anything – you have, after all, picked up this book and read this far … You’re more likely to be selectively lazy, exerting yourself in activities you like but not in others you regard as hard work. For the lazy, this is the defining feature of exercise. The amount of exertion involved is considered excessive and therefore unpleasant. And so you avoid it. But if you enjoy something, you’re more likely to do it, however much exertion or work is involved.


Take Anne, for example. Her New Year’s resolution was to exercise more, but she hasn’t. When asked why, she says, ‘Exercise is hard work and needs discipline.’ Yet Anne is enthusiastic about swimming and walking, both of which she does regularly. If you point out this paradox, she says, ‘Oh, I don’t count swimming and walking. They’re enjoyable. They give me a buzz.’


So what does Anne mean by exercise? She knows exactly what she means: ‘Working out. Going to a gym. Working hard. And that’s not appealing.’ Why doesn’t Anne simply continue to swim and walk regularly and if she wants to increase the amount of exercise she does, swim and walk more often? The answer is simply that she has a specific mindset about what exercise is: it’s not just work, but hard work, which makes it neither enjoyable nor appealing. Activities she finds easy and enjoyable don’t count as exercise.


So this is the first thing to understand about being lazy: it’s in the mind, in the way that you regard activities as exertion or enjoyment.




CONFLICT


While you may differ from Anne in not finding swimming or walking either easy or enjoyable, you may be like her in that you think exercise can’t mean any activity that seems easy and enjoyable. Why then are you interested in exercise at all? If the answer to this question is, ‘Well, I’m not really,’ why are you kidding yourself by reading this book? Isn’t it more likely that you think you should exercise? Or, possibly, you really are interested in exercise, but you’re in two minds about it. You want to do more of something you don’t want to do at all.


When thinking about whether you’re lazy or not, there is always going to be some sort of inner conflict, partly because you don’t really want to regard yourself, or be regarded by others, as lazy, but also because you (or other people) think you should be doing something that you’re not doing. Back to Anne again. She wants to lose weight, maintain the weight loss, and be more fit and healthy. In the past, she has tried to achieve these things by dieting. But Anne loves food and socialising. Much of her social life involves eating and drinking at office, lunch or dinner parties, suppers, barbecues and picnics. So achieving her ideal weight and improving her health involves constant self-denial. She knows that by increasing her level of activity she will burn off calories because this is what happens when she swims and walks more often. She could therefore enjoy eating and burning calories but she doesn’t because she has bought into the idea that exercise means something difficult and unpleasant that must be avoided. So she opts instead for dieting and self-denial. It’s usually when her self-control lapses and she stops dieting and gains weight again that she begins to think she should take more exercise, and this fearful thought (she doesn’t count swimming and walking, remember?) is normally enough to propel her back to a strict diet.


It’s not surprising that Anne thinks this way. Exercise has been linked in the past with slogans such as ‘No pain, no gain’ and with the idea that you need to feel your muscles ‘burn’ for it to be effective. For many people these messages reinforce the negative ideas they already have about exercise: it’s a pain in every sense of the word. Everywhere we look we’re confronted with images of glamorous super-toned men and women. And exercise videos and books by media stars abound, so we know how hard they have worked under the supervision of tough personal trainers to achieve their look. It seems anyone in the media spotlight must reveal to the world the details of their exercise regime. Doing so makes them appear heroic. ‘Nowadays, every actress and model tells us how terminally lazy they are … though celebrities all hate it, they still exercise, which makes them different from you and me’ (Jo Phillimore, ‘Why we all hate exercise’).


The result of all the media hype is that exercise is increasingly equated with glamour, success, stardom, wealth, power and sex appeal, and has therefore become another pressure on our lives, whether we aspire to those ideals, or not.


EXERCISE AND HEALTH


The reality for most of us is that our lifestyles are increasingly sedentary. In the UK less than 85 per cent of us include any physical activity in our work and only 4 in 10 participate regularly in physical activity. This means that the average person uses 500–800 fewer calories each day than they did ten years ago.


Although the emphasis on exercise being good for our image often diverts our attention away from its other benefits, we all know that exercise is good for our health in all kinds of ways.


Let’s remind ourselves.


Exercise protects us against heart disease. It increases energy levels, tones muscles, dilates the blood vessels, lowers blood pressure and heart rate. It increases cardiovascular efficiency, aids the metabolism of carbohydrates and fats so that high levels of sugars, fats and cholesterol in the blood are reduced and high-density lipo-proteins, which protect against heart disease, are raised. It therefore reduces susceptibility to heart attack, stroke and other cardiovascular disease.


Exercise improves the functioning of the lungs and circulatory system, tones and strengthens muscle, including heart muscle, and delays the degenerative effects of ageing, and regular weight-bearing exercise can prevent the onset of osteoporosis, which is the thinning and brittleness of bones resulting from loss of mineral content.


Exercise burns calories, helping to prevent conditions related to the presence of excess body fat, such as hypertension, heart disease, diabetes and cancer.


As well as often being a factor in overweight, which in turn can lead to health problems, physical inactivity itself can place stress on the body by allowing unreleased and unexpressed energy to build up. Exercise reduces tension in the muscles by discharging energy and thus reduces susceptibility to stress-related diseases.




Stress is now recognised as underpinning some 75 per cent of all diseases and contributing significantly to the remainder. However, it can be combated – with exercise.


Exercise can provide many stress-busting benefits. When you exercise regularly, you become much more sensitive to your body and better able to recognise muscle tensions and other signs of stress, and so feelings of control increase. This is important because the belief that you can control events reduces your reaction to stressful situations. Exercise also acts as a distraction from stressful circumstances in your life, allowing you to forget, albeit temporarily, the pressures and frustrations that produced your bodily tensions in the first place. So, by giving yourself a break in this way, you find you are able to deal with stress more effectively.


Having taken up exercise, people often perceive situations as less stressful than they did before and physically fit people react less to stress than those who are less fit. Fitness also protects us from illness during stressful times. In people with low levels of fitness, life stress is strongly related to illness but it has little effect on those whose levels of fitness are higher.


As well as helping us deal with stress more successfully, regular exercise produces other psychological benefits, for example, increased self-esteem and self-confidence. And fitness has also been linked to improvements in mental functioning and general well-being, even helping us maintain our mental ability as we age, reducing the risk of conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease.


Our mood can be enhanced by exercise because it relieves symptoms of anxiety, depression and fatigue. Mental anxieties create physical tensions and, by dissipating these through exercise, you send cues to your brain that you are less anxious, giving yourself a mental ‘time out’ while giving your body a break from tension at the same time.


Given the physical and psychological benefits of exercise, it’s as near a panacea as you can get – a health inducer, a stress buster and a confidence booster.


RELAXATION – THE LAZY PERSON’S KEY TO SUCCESS


‘Uhm,’ I hear you say, ‘but I still can’t see myself going to a gym or taking up a sport.’ That’s understandable. But there is a solution. You don’t have to go to a gym at all. In fact, you don’t even have to go out. You can exercise in your own home. You’ll avoid the insuperable problem of getting yourself out the door and many of the other psychological problems that are attached to exercise. You’ll also overcome the problems of not being able to easily leave the home because of dependants, or if you’re a single parent who might otherwise have to get a baby-sitter. Contrary to popular belief, you don’t need to exert yourself greatly at all in order to exercise effectively. Better still, you can do so lying down or sitting comfortably. It’s the lazy person’s dream. But it isn’t mere fantasy. It can really happen.


Lazy people use up far too much energy through muscle tension created by inactivity and this has physical and psychological effects that make exercise virtually unthinkable, much less do-able. The fundamental problem for the lazy person – that’s you – is that you need to reduce your overall levels of tension and increase your mental and physical energy before you can even consider doing any exercise. Only when you have achieved that will you feel energised enough to include exercise in your life.


Relief from tension is achieved by relaxation. This doesn’t mean watching television, reading, socialising, or other things you may associate with relaxing. The reason is that these are all activities: they involve doing something, even if it is just lying there, and doing something requires the use of muscles, and therefore involves muscle tension. Even when you’re lounging in front of the television or lying in bed, muscle tension doesn’t necessarily diminish and might even increase. Relaxation literally means loosening and is the opposite of tension or tightening. It means not doing anything. This is difficult for most of us to achieve because we are conditioned to think that we should be doing something all the time. ‘Just relax’ is therefore one of the most difficult things to put into practice. When you are taking it easy and you think you are doing nothing, you are usually doing a great deal.


Relaxation isn’t achieved simply by being idle. You may think you’re relaxing, but after several hours no significant changes will have occurred in your body and even when you feel relaxed, and appear to be, deep-seated muscle tension may still remain. This may be revealed in the form of tightness in the muscles of the face, jaw and throat, in your eye movements, or in involuntary or localised reflex actions such as wrinkling of the forehead, blinking and swallowing, irregular breathing and startled responses to sudden noise. Your pulse rate may also remain high.


When you’re properly relaxed all tension is absent. There are no visible signs of stiffness in your limbs, the muscles of your face are smooth, your eyelids are motionless, your breathing is regular, you don’t constantly blink or swallow, reflexes are absent and your pulse rate lowers. Loosening or relaxing your muscles relieves tension and releases the energy bound up in them, invigorating and vitalising your body. In addition to raising energy levels, staying relaxed improves the condition and tone of the body, counteracts stress and illness, and can also promote weight loss resulting from stress-related patterns of eating and drinking. By relieving tension, relaxation reduces anxiety, and this in itself will enhance your well-being.


Relaxation can therefore be considered an approach that ‘works out’ the body and the mind by releasing tension from both. It shares these benefits with more vigorous exercise but achieves them without exertion, as most of the exercises are performed lying or sitting down.


That’s why The Lazy Person’s Guide to Exercise offers you a programme of relaxation exercises based on a wide range of approaches, and all the exercises are standard, well-established, safe and simple techniques. Now you can make the most of being lazy while learning how to relax properly, and in the long run you’ll enjoy all the benefits of exercise without that feeling of over-exertion. You may even find that the effects of relaxation – reducing tension and increasing energy – create a desire in you for more strenuous exercise, so the benefits of walking, and even going to the gym, are covered in the last two chapters, with further related exercises to help you on your way.


So why not give it a go? You can’t lose!










CHAPTER 1


HAVING A LIE DOWN


A common mistake made by many people who begin to exercise is to believe that quicker and faster means better. In fact slower and gentler exercise is in many respects more beneficial than vigorous activity. A gentle warm-up eases the body into more energetic activity and also decreases the chance of injury. This is true whether applied to a single exercise session or a programme of exercise over time. Without taking time to develop appropriate techniques exercise can be ineffective and risky. So this guide to exercise begins by showing you how to take it easy.


LEARNING TO UNWIND


Tension is commonly described by those who experience it as feeling ‘wound up’, ‘strung out’, ‘strung up’, ‘uptight’ or being ‘at full stretch’, all phrases that accurately reflect its effects on the body. Many people acknowledge the need to loosen up, unwind or wind down – to relax and let go of the tension. The problem is that they don’t know how. Instinctively many people in this state feel like lying down. Generally, however, they don’t, because they’re not in the right place at the time or because they tell themselves they’ve just got to get on. And from past experience they probably feel that if they take that much-needed lie down they won’t unwind anyway and may become even more tense and wound up. Nevertheless, having a lie down really is the best thing they could do.




Lying down is the basis of traditional and contemporary approaches to exercise that recognise relaxation as a way of letting go of habitual physical and mental tensions that drain energy from mind and body, making activity difficult. Relaxation is the necessary prerequisite to exercise of any kind. It not only energises the body, enabling it to exercise, but also helps the body to do so without undue tension that might result in injury.


YOGA


Relaxation is fundamental to yoga. The classic yoga position for relaxation is the corpse posture or savasana. As its name suggests, it involves simply lying down as if dead. Nothing could be easier.


Exercise 1


Being ‘dead relaxed’: the corpse posture


Prepare for this exercise as you would for a normal lie down: remove your shoes, socks/tights, any tight clothes, spectacles/contact lenses. Don’t attempt it with a full stomach, bladder or bowels. Now:




	Lie flat on your back on a hard floor with your feet together.


	Ensure that your shoulder blades, buttocks and legs are in a straight line and are resting evenly on the floor.


	Let your legs and feet roll away from each other.


	Position your arms slightly away from your body so that they are not in contact with it. Turn the hands palm up and slightly inwards, with the fingers curled loosely towards the palm.


	Position your head so that it is in line with your body and there is no contraction or shortening of the neck muscles.


	Close your eyes.


	Allow your body to sink under its own weight so that along its full length it is making contact with the floor. Continue for a few moments.


	Now tense your body, tightening each part from the tips of your toes to the top of your head as forcefully as you can. Hold this tension for a few moments, then let go, breathing out as you do. You may want to repeat this two or three times.


	On the final repetition, as you breathe out, let go mentally of all your anxieties.


	Feel the weight of your body sinking into the floor and your mind becoming quiet.


	Remain like this for five to ten minutes, or more if you wish.





HYPERTENSION – THE REAL ‘KILLER’


You may think that there’s nothing to this exercise, and of course you’re right. That’s the whole point. You are doing nothing; simply resting. But don’t make the mistake of thinking that it’s doing nothing for you. The corpse posture has proved to be effective in the management of hypertension, or chronically high blood pressure. Raised blood pressure is a normal feature of the stress response. It serves to direct blood more speedily to the brain and limbs so that appropriate action can be taken to deal with a threat or a challenge. Afterwards it quickly returns to normal. This is a healthy and potentially life-saving response. However, if it is repeatedly triggered in response to everyday events, blood pressure remains elevated and over time the condition becomes chronic.


Hypertension is unfortunately very common and potentially deadly, with the long-term effects including cardiovascular disease, which results in heart disease/heart attacks, and temporary or permanent brain damage as a result of stroke. Hypertension also affects the kidneys. The kidneys control blood pressure, but when diseased by hypertension they raise the blood pressure further, establishing a vicious cycle that can result in kidney failure.


THE BENEFITS OF ‘CORPSING’


All of these hypertension-induced conditions are potentially fatal. Relaxation is the natural antidote to hypertension. Claims made for the therapeutic and preventative benefits of the corpse posture, tried and tested over many thousand of years in India, have been supported by contemporary medical research. It has proved effective in reducing hypertension even in cases that were unresponsive to drugs. It has been shown to have similar effects to the tranquilliser Diazepam and to be a valid replacement for synthetic drugs that have harmful side-effects. So, next time you feel like having a lie down, just do it.


PILATES


An increasingly popular contemporary approach to exercise based on relaxation is Pilates (pronounced pi-lah-tis). This revolutionary approach to exercise and fitness was developed in the 1920s by Joseph Pilates (1880–1967) who claimed that this method of body conditioning develops the body uniformly, corrects posture, restores vitality, invigorates the mind and elevates the spirit.


The exercises he initially developed were highly specialised, within the capabilities of highly trained dancers and athletes but beyond those of the ordinary person. The exercises prescribed were also tailored to individual needs and for many years remained almost exclusive to all but the wealthy and privileged. However, as the effectiveness of the methods in conditioning the body, preventing skeletal and postural problems and treating stress-related conditions became more widely recognised within orthodox and complementary medicine by physiotherapists, osteopaths and chiropractors, they became much sought after.


During Pilates’s lifetime his methods evolved, and continued to do so after his death. His exercises were adapted, simplified and new exercises introduced to make them accessible to a wider and more sedentary clientele. Initial exercises are now simple, comfortable and within anyone’s capabilities. They are also slow and controlled.


The Pilates method rebalances the body, altering the way in which muscles are used, restoring natural, normal movement. It also revitalises the body because it reduces the amount of energy lost in keeping muscles tense when not required for an activity. By releasing hidden tension Pilates has a de-stressing effect and, in addition to rebalancing, realigning, replenishing and rejuvenating the body, Pilates also reshapes it, quite dramatically and permanently, improving appearance, self-confidence and self-esteem.




Pilates, in its aims and practices, shares a good deal with traditional yoga. Many of its exercises are almost identical. The major difference is, whereas yoga seems ‘foreign’, exotic, mystical and mystifying to many people, Pilates is very much a product of its time, and fits neatly with the youth, beauty, health and fitness orientation of contemporary Western culture.
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