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Introduction: Water Workouts for All
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For years many fitness enthusiasts shied away from water fitness workouts because they believed that a water workout would not be challenging enough—wrong! A water workout, when designed correctly with the proper dose, provides the ideal exercise. Today we are seeing more highly fit men and women participating in water workouts. In Make the Pool Your Gym, I show you how to exercise in the pool and how to match your ability to the right exercises to obtain the ideal results. The ability to swim is not required, and you don’t even need to get your hair wet. Water workouts provide a sensible and comprehensive way to exercise without subjecting the body to the same stress that’s placed on it during land-based programs.

The beauty of water exercise is that it can accommodate the fitness needs of everyone. Many options exist to satisfy all levels and needs. Popular water workout options include:

Water aerobics: a fitness alternative to land-based exercise. Water aerobics feature vertical exercises like dancing, walking, running, jumping jacks, and kickboxing, as well as using resistance devices on the hands and ankles to foster muscular strength and endurance.

Deep water exercise: a nonimpact, high-intensity workout that helps prevent injuries from overuse and works as an effective method to recover from an injury.

Holistic workouts: performing exercise routines like yoga, Pilates, and tai chi moves in the water.

Sport-specific workouts: these include circuit training, shadow boxing, soccer kicks, cross-country skiing, or even tennis swings.

Adapted aquatics: water workouts designed to help individuals with disabilities or challenges.

Whether you’re a serious athlete, a fitness enthusiast, a beginner, or someone with a chronic condition, water exercise can efficiently improve cardiovascular performance and strength in a very short amount of time. It’s ideal for cross training, a total-body workout, and maintaining fitness in hot climates, and can also be used as an introductory mode of exercise.

Make the Pool Your Gym invites you to explore this safe and effective alternative way to get—and stay—fit. If you’re tired of workouts that leave you feeling more battered than better, water workouts may be the solution.






Why Water Exercise?
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Numerous studies consistently support the idea that an improvement in fitness can contribute to an ever-widening set of health and economic benefits. Sedentary behaviors are associated with negative changes to the human body that can be reversed with modest exertion. This is where water exercise comes in. Physical activity/water exercise has been shown to improve health and functional fitness levels. Water exercise, in addition to physiological benefits, provides both social and psychological benefits. Engaging in a water workout can provide a safe and enjoyable mode of exercise.

Advantages of Water Fitness over Land Exercise

Water workouts offer numerous advantages over land workouts. Some high-level trainers use water as a method to engage in sports conditioning or as a way to employ plyometrics (training exercises that involve movements where muscles exert both speed and force in short intervals of time—like jumping—with the goal of increasing your muscle power.) Since water is far denser than air, water can apply up to 12 times greater resistance. The harder you push and pull during a water workout, the more productive it becomes. The resistance of water challenges everyone from beginners to highly conditioned athletes alike. Fortunately, water workouts have a built-in safety feature that land workouts lack. Since the amount of resistance in water depends on the speed of movement, you can’t create more resistance than your body can tolerate.

Heart rates during water exercise are lower than during land-based training but you can still obtain the same physiological benefits with less heart-pounding exercise. Despite this, the common belief that water workouts burn less fat and fewer calories than other exercise is false. Aquatic aerobics can burn 400 to 700 calories an hour—about the same as land-based aerobics, but all without placing any strain on the joints while stimulating circulation. One recent study found that a one-hour water exercise session performed at a moderate pace expends the same amount of calories as walking for one hour at a pace of 3 miles per hour.

WATER EXERCISE VS. SWIMMING


While swimming is an excellent vehicle for building muscle tone and endurance, it’s limited to using the same set of muscles over and over again. Water exercise offers far more options and goes from horizontal to vertical, thus providing a comprehensive workout in multiple planes. This means participants can perform motions in any and all angles not available on standard exercise machines. The goal of any well-rounded workout is to provide a total-body workout that engages major muscle groups. Because water provides natural resistance to body movements, water exercises strengthen complementary muscle groups simultaneously. No land-based routine is as time efficient.



A Kinder, Gentler Way to Fitness

A decade ago, aqua exercise classes were few and far between and, when people heard the term “water exercise,” they thought of residents at the retirement home doing simple moves. Today, water exercise is no longer just for seniors. While water is the perfect element for people with joint problems to exercise in because it diminishes the effects of gravity and allows movements that would be painful and difficult on land to be performed with greater ease, it also offers several more advantages over land, including greater buoyancy and better resistance, plus it’s a whole lot more enjoyable.

Standing in neck-deep water, a person weighs about 10 percent of what he or she does on land. This effect, coupled with the cushioning property of water, places less pressure on the joints. This is especially beneficial to arthritis sufferers, athletes with joint or overuse injuries, and overweight people. Weekend warriors who are beat up from overtraining but won’t take a day off for fear of deconditioning might consider cross training in water to maintain their fitness level. Some athletes can improve performance by taking time off to cross train in the pool. Non-impact deep-water running, for instance, has been proven to successfully hasten cardiovascular performance in athletes with overuse injuries.

Please note, however, that while water exercise is good for most people, there are some conditions under which water workouts should not be performed:


	Severe hypertension or hypotension

	Cardiac conditions

	Infectious skin disorders



It’s always wise to consult your health-care professional for your specific recommendations.






Benefits of Water Fitness
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Recent research has shown that many of the health conditions seen today can be positively influenced by regular exercise and proper nutrition. This is where water fitness enters the scene. Not only can it be performed by most of the population, but also it provides social and psychological benefits as well as physiological ones.

Water fitness has a long list of benefits and a very short list of risks. The aquatic environment is a safe, effective, and inexpensive way to preserve health and improve functional fitness. Water fitness is the open door to health and wellness for people who have limited abilities and chronic conditions. In addition to its role in rehabilitation and physical therapy, water exercise can also provide a strenuous workout for elite athletes.

Many health issues can be remediated through water exercise, such as musculoskeletal problems, neurological problems, cardiopulmonary conditions, and ambulatory conditions. The beauty of the aqua environment is individuals with mobility issues find that exercising in the pool allows for greater freedom of movement. Those with chronic pain also often find water exercise to be an effective way to improve fitness and (especially in warmer water) find temporary relief.

Water workouts provide a sensible and comprehensive way to exercise without subjecting your body to the stresses that are placed on it during land-based programs. Small amounts of physical activity can provide big benefits both physiologically and psychologically. Today, thanks to Americans with Disability Act, many public pools have access ramps or wheelchair lifts that allow everyone to enter the aqua fitness environment.

Athletes and hard-core fitness enthusiasts will find that water exercise allows them to get a total body workout in half the time because they are using both agonist and antagonist muscles. A total body workout is also achievable if they use the aqua physics principles (see page 17 for more on aqua physics) to their advantage. Water exercise provides an excellent method to cross train when it is too hot to train outdoors, and even swimmers enjoy having the option to engage in water fitness as a break from the boredom of swimming laps.

Physiological Benefits


	Improved muscular strength and endurance

	Increased functional flexibility

	Expanded cardiovascular fitness

	Decreased pain

	Decreased impact on joints

	Decreased risk of injury

	Improved sleep patterns

	Hastened recovery time from injuries

	Better posture and body mechanics

	Reduced risk for chronic diseases



Social and Psychological Benefits


	Improved self-efficacy and self-esteem

	Reduced pain

	Increased social interaction and new friendships

	Opportunity to develop social support

	Reduced tension and stress

	Improved sleep

	Decreased fatigue



While water exercise is good for most people, there are some conditions under which water workouts should not be performed:


	Severe hypertension or hypotension

	Cardiac conditions

	Infectious skin disorders



It’s always wise to consult your health-care professional for your specific recommendations. Water exercise is NOT a replacement for physical therapy or medical treatment.

Research Supporting Water Fitness Benefits

Numerous studies support the advantages of water exercise. Water fitness can have a positive influence on body composition and encourage weight loss. Water workouts burn calories just like any other form of exercise when done at comparable intensity levels. Since caloric expenditure is based on both intensity and duration, aquatic aerobics can burn about the same number of calories as land-based aerobics, all without placing any strain on the joints and still stimulating circulation.

A study in 2019 found that aquatic exercise helped relieve chronic back pain more effectively than land-based programs. Another study found that water exercise has been proven to be helpful for pregnant women experiencing back pain.

Heart rates during water exercise are lower than during land-based training, but you can still obtain the same physiological benefits with less heart-pounding exercise.

An interesting study found that water aerobics improved cognitive function in older adults. The premise is, what is good for the heart is good for the brain.

An encouraging study published in The Harvard Health Letter reported that those 85 years and older who regularly practiced a healthy lifestyle behavior and were involved in a water exercise program live longer and have fewer years of dementia.

Small amounts of physical activity can provide big benefits. Even low levels of physical activity at less than 150 minutes per week can reduce depression. (If you can engage in water exercise with a friend, the social benefits are even better.)

Aerobic fitness level is a greater predictor of longevity than age alone.

Or said another way, the longer you go without regular exercise, the more likely you are to have dementia, diabetes, and/or high blood pressure.

Exercising in a warm pool reduces pain and stiffness, and improves the function of people with hip and knee arthritis. Water workouts increase muscular strength in those with chronic arthritis.

Bottom line: If it’s physical it’s therapy—move it or lose it!
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