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Cheating the Reaper

F
or patients with high blood pres-
sure, doctors are likely to prescribe 
antihypertensive medication and pro-
vide detailed instructions about how 

much to take, and when. They have been less 
able to provide detailed dosage recommen-
dations for exercise. Research shows that a 
regular walking, swimming, or tennis habit 
reduces chronic disease risk, but it’s been 
unclear just how much different levels of ex-
ercise might extend our lives. Now, a study 
coauthored by epidemiologist I-Min Lee, 
a professor of medicine at Harvard Medi-
cal School and professor of epidemiology 

at Harvard School of Public Health, offers 
specific exercise prescriptions.

Lee and her colleagues pooled data from 
six large studies that included information 
on the leisure activities and body mass in-
dex of more than 650,000 people older than 
40, each of whom was followed for an av-
erage of 10 years. The researchers’ analysis 
revealed that subjects who completed the 
equivalent of 75 minutes of brisk walking 
each week—roughly 11 minutes a day—
lived 1.8 years longer than those who didn’t 
exercise at all. Those who got the federally 
recommended minimum of 150 minutes of 
moderate-intensity exercise a week—22 
minutes every day, or 30 minutes a day, five 
days a week—gained 3.4 years. 

Lee was somewhat surprised that even 
small amounts of movement made such a 
difference. “What we found is really en-
couraging,” she says. “If you do a little, you 
get a fairly good gain in years.” 

That’s promising news, given that more 
than half of all Americans don’t meet those 
federal physical-activity guidelines. “It’s 
very daunting for someone who never does 
physical activity even to think of 150 min-
utes a week,” Lee says. “This research sug-
gests that while 150 minutes is a target, we 
can ask people to start off slowly and work 
their way up. Doing something is better 
than doing nothing.” The more people exer-
cised, the more years they gained, Lee says, 
although the benefits begin to plateau at 

in the center, the spring responds flexibly 
to varying levels of force. It’s pliant when 
pulled gently, and grows stiffer when 
pulled more forcefully. The stiffer the 
spring becomes, the more tightly it curls, 
and the presence of the perversion allows 
it to freely overwind or underwind. The 
team’s findings appeared in the journal 
Science last summer.

Mahadevan sees benefits for the cu-
cumber: when a tendril is young and es-
pecially tender, and first winding onto a 
nearby trellis, a weak connection would 
be helpful. “If the wind blows or there is 
a disturbance of some other kind, then 
you don’t want the whole thing to fall 
apart,” he explains. “You want a relatively 
soft response.” But as the tendril develops 
tighter connections to a trellis over time, 
it grows woodier and reacts more strong-
ly to any pulling, protecting the mature 
plant.

Mahadevan stresses that his team didn’t 
set out to discover a new type of spring, 
and he’s unconcerned about future ap-
plications of these and other discoveries. 
He explains that his research is motivated 
by pure curiosity. “I work on things be-
cause I want to understand how the world 
works,” he says. “I’m fortunate to be part 
of a system that still in some small degree, 
I hope, will value it. The deep truth is that 
I worked on this the way I have worked on 
other problems—because it is human to be 
curious.” verin o’donnell

l. mahadevan website:
www.seas.harvard.edu/softmat
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about 43 minutes of brisk walking a day.
The gains applied to people of all weight 

levels, even those who were obese, “sug-
gesting that even if you don’t lose weight, 
you’re better off than you were when you 
were not exercising,” Lee says. Still, nor-
mal-weight people who completed the 
recommended 150 minutes of moderate 
intensity exercise each week fared best, 
living more than seven years longer than 
those who didn’t exercise and had the 
highest body mass index.

Researchers used brisk walking as an 
example because it’s the most commonly 
reported form of exercise, but any moder-
ate-intensity activity will do: yard work, 
a bike ride, romping with kids. The only 
requirement, Lee says, is raising the heart 
rate to the point that you can carry on a 
conversation but “you can’t sing because 
you don’t have enough breath.” She adds 
that people who engaged in more vigorous 

exercise, say running or playing squash, 
experienced the same gains as moderate 
exercisers, but in about half the time each 
week. (The federal recommendation for 
vigorous exercise is 75 minutes per week.)    

Most people acknowledge that they 
should exercise, but Lee believes it’s time 
to promote inactivity as a health risk akin 
to smoking, now universally accepted as a 
dangerous choice. “We recently finished a 
study [published in The Lancet] that sug-
gests that the number of lives lost from be-
ing inactive is as great as the lives lost from 
smoking,” she says. 

Lee herself runs 15 to 20 miles a week, 
and does as many errands as possible on 
foot, but admits, “I never used to exer-
cise.” When she began physical-activity 
research as a graduate student, though, “It 
was very hypocritical to do the research 
and not be physically active. So I’m one of 
those that converted.”  verin o’donnell

i-min lee e-mail address:
ilee@rics.bwh.harvard.edu
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 “What we found is
really encouraging.
If  you do a little, you
get a fairly good gain
in years.”
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