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To my sister Janet (1957–2024) who lived with Parkinson’s disease. I so wish you could have walked with me more.
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Introduction

Walking can be life-changing, and the purpose of Walk This Way is to reveal the power of a daily walk to improve your fitness, health and happiness. Whether you are new to walking or a seasoned hiker, my aim is to ensure that you gain something from every walk you take.

Our bodies may be designed to walk, but walking is far more than a method of getting from A to B. Each chapter of this book contains in-depth information about a different aspect of walking. I give you practical advice on how to enhance your natural posture and awareness to gain the most from every stride (see Chapter 1); what to wear and carry to stay safe and comfortable (see Chapter 8); and how to stay motivated (see Chapter 9).

I also guide you through the many mental health benefits of a daily walk; explore how you can connect with the great outdoors (see Chapter 3); and share a mix of mindfulness practices (see Chapter 2), fitness exercises (see Chapters 5 and 6) and daily inspirations (see Chapter 10).

Some of my suggestions are simple, others might need some forward-planning and a few are completely spontaneous, but all are worth trying! You’ll find a range of quotes, testimonials and tips to inspire you along the way, and if you’re after a more structured approach, then I have advice on creating a plan to support your walking as well (see the Appendix).


Why walk this way?

We all know that walking is good for us, but in case you need a reminder, the physical benefits of walking can include an improved immune system; better circulation, heart and lung function; joint flexibility and stronger muscles and bones. It can also promote weight loss; lower cholesterol; and reduce the risk of health conditions such as high blood pressure, diabetes, stroke, certain cancers, such as bladder, bowel and breast cancer, arthritis, and Alzheimer’s disease.

That’s on the physical side, but the mental health benefits can be just as compelling. Walking can aid sleep; increase energy; reduce stress and anxiety (walking for at least 2.5 hours a week reduces the risk of depression by up to 25 per cent); help memory and cognitive function; and boost mood and confidence levels. Given all that, it’s hard to see why, if you’re able to walk, you wouldn’t!



About me

Before we begin, I thought I’d tell you a little about myself and my passion for walking. As a child I was very active and always wanted to be outdoors. As an adult I’ve done marathons, triathlons and endurance events, and have been involved in the fitness industry since the 1980s, which means I’ve seen pretty much every fitness fad there is going, sometimes two or three times!

During the years I spent running leisure centres and health clubs, I developed programmes that made exercise accessible and fun. I was one of the first women weight-training instructors in the UK and set up one of the earliest exercise referral programmes for those with medical conditions or poor health who needed to get active, and I also trained as a sports therapist and aromatherapist.

It was when I was living in Chamonix in the French Alps that I had a revelation about walking. I walked more because driving and parking were difficult, and the alpine location meant I had to do a lot of uphill walking. Despite not ‘exercising’ as I used to, I found I was fitter and healthier, even though I was organising my daily walk around work, chores and visitors. I also found I noticed my environment and the changing seasons more, and realised that balancing physical exertion with breathing, mindfulness and yoga in the wild flower meadows meant that I was working my body holistically.

Since 2008, I have created walking-based programmes for fitness and wellness, and run a national walking club called WALX. We call walking that improves your mind and body in a holistic way ‘total body walking’, and we encourage people to be active and motivate them to try new things.

My team and I have been teaching these programmes for several years, and we meet a lot of people who think walking is a waste of time, because they don’t consider it to be exercise. They are usually there as part of a workplace group or for a ‘discovery session’ and we marvel at how these reluctant joiners subsequently think the programme is one of the most valuable activity sessions they have ever done.

That’s how I want this book to make you feel, too, but please feel free to use it in whatever way you like. You can read each chapter in order or, once you’ve grasped the basics (see Chapter 1), you can dip in and out. However, you’ll need to be ready to expand your horizons, so make sure you’ve got an open mind, a notebook and comfortable shoes.

I have put some resources on my website, including videos to demonstrate the standing yoga poses in Chapter 2, which you can access on the following link: walk-this-way-gill-stewart.walx.co.uk. 

So, come and walk with me to discover for yourself how effective walking is as an exercise technique and how powerful it can be for both your physical and mental health. Without further ado, it’s time to Walk This Way.


Accessibility and enjoying the great outdoors

While I build my exercises around walking on two feet, I would hate those who find that action difficult to miss out on the health and well-being benefits of this book, so if you currently get around with a frame, wheels or any other form of mobility support, please feel free to adapt the content to suit you.




‘Walking is man’s best medicine’ – Hippocrates




Glossary of the terms used in this book

Total body walking: A balanced, holistic way of using your daily steps to improve your body and mind. If you like following a specific routine, see the Appendix for how to build walking into your daily life and create your own total body walking plan.

Three elements of fitness: The three different ways you can (and should) work your body according to all health guidelines. They are cardiovascular (CV) fitness; strength and tone; and balance, flexibility and range of movement (see Chapter 4 for the theory behind each element, then follow the basic practical exercises for all-round fitness in Chapter 5 and advanced moves in Chapter 6).

Fitness walking sequences: Simple exercise sequences that incorporate all three elements of fitness (see above) that your body needs. Use the fitness walking sequences in Chapter 5 as a fun way to build strength, balance and a range of movement into your walking, to add variety, and challenge your mind and body.

Daily inspirations: Themed ideas that will add value to a walk, perfect for when you need a reason or some motivation to step outside. Pick and choose from the daily inspirations in Chapter 10 to suit your mood, needs or plans, or tailor them to the seasons, traditions or weather throughout the year.
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CHAPTER 1WALK THIS WAY...For better posture and balance

Do you know how to walk? You’ve been doing it all your life, so of course you do, but do you know how to ‘walk well’? With the right posture? So that you move naturally, don’t lose your balance or fall over? Don’t worry, I promise you’re not going to fall over, but to walk well it’s essential to ‘get off on the right foot’, which means making sure you have the correct posture.

A good posture is the basis of effective, comfortable movement. It maximises the use of your muscles and minimises the chance of injury. In this chapter I’m going to talk you through how to assess and reset your posture, and how to hold that posture as you move, so when you walk you involve your whole body, engage your core and take long, confident strides. Believe me, a good understanding of posture and an awareness of how you move while walking will set you up for success, wherever you want to take your walking.


Posture


Step 1: Assessing your posture

I often start a walking class by asking the group to walk round in a circle. This helps me look for any gait issues or injuries, but it also makes the participants think about how they are walking. I then ask them to walk as if I wasn’t watching and that’s what I need you to do now. Then answer these questions and be really honest with yourself:


	 Do you ‘economise’ on posture when moving around indoors? Perhaps you don’t stand up straight when you move from the kitchen counter to the sink or table, but remain slightly bent over.

	 Do you walk with purpose and posture or do you lapse into what I call ‘the teenage boy’? This is an economic gait where the upper body slouches and the legs move almost at a shuffle?



It’s all too easy to take a shortcut and both these habits are common. Sometimes we aren’t even conscious of them. For example, rather than standing up between picking plates up from the table, we may stay bent over as we know we will be placing them back down. Similarly, it is common to economise with your walking gait, especially when using smartphones on the go.


Never too late

It’s never too late – or too early – to start walking with good posture. As babies, we typically learn to walk at between 10 and 18 months old. We generally have our legs wide and our hands out in front or up quite high as we ‘toddle about’, leaning from foot to foot. However, as our balance improves we bring our hands down to our sides and we begin to walk with our feet closer together, but bad habits tend to kick in when we’re teenagers. It’s fascinating, though, to observe how people morph back into the stable stance, hand positions and shuffle steps of babies as they age.





Step 2: Resetting your posture

Stand straight and work up your body, checking each part and resetting your posture. Do this every day until good posture becomes a habit. Use a mirror if that makes it easier.


Find your base position


	Start by placing your feet side by side and close together.

	Turn your heels outwards, but keep your toes together.

	 Then turn your toes outwards as well, in line with your heels, so there is a gap between your feet.

	 Your feet should now be parallel and directly below your hips. This is your perfect base position,





Sort out your stabilising position


	In your base position, gently rock backwards and forwards, shifting your weight between your toes and heels.

	 Gently reduce the rocking until you achieve a nice, stable position where your weight is distributed evenly between your big toe and heel.

	 You should be standing on the flat areas of the soles of your feet and you should feel ‘grounded’.





Check your knees


	Gently bend your knees. Feel how this activates the muscles in the front of your thighs.

	 Then straighten your legs and check your thigh muscles again.

	 Repeat this action, making sure that once you straighten up you keep your knees ‘soft’ and not locked.





Discover your optimum pelvis position


	If you’re using a mirror, turn to the side, so it’s easier to view your pelvis.

	 Make sure your hips are in line with each other and your buttocks are relaxed.

	 Place one hand behind your back and rest the back of your hand across the top of your buttocks. Place the other hand on your lower stomach/pelvic area, with your fingers pointing downwards.

	 Gently rock your pelvis and press lightly with your hand on the front of the body. Reduce the tilting movements until your fingertips are facing straight down to the ground and the front of your pelvis is flat.

	 Check the curve of your spine with the other hand. We all have different spinal curves, but this should feel comfortable and perhaps more accentuated than normal.




Tip

The key is to maintain the flat pelvis with lightly engaged core/abdominal muscles, but this is not a strong 100 per cent contraction – 30 per cent should do it.





Loosen your arms and shoulders


	To loosen your shoulders, stand in your new lower-body stance with your arms hanging down at your sides.

	 First, roll your shoulders forwards, pulling them up towards your ears and then back. Allow them to relax and drop down.

	 Check your little fingers are in line with the side seams of your trousers (or if you don’t have seams, where they would be). This opens up your chest and brings your shoulders into a non-stress position. You may find this difficult, because when we are stressed and tight, often due to working on screens, we tend to draw the shoulders up (which I liken to wearing the shoulders as earrings).

	 When your shoulders are low and relaxed, you will find it easier to mobilise your neck and therefore hold your head correctly, in line with your centre of gravity. Bring your shoulders up towards your ears again and gently try to move your head from side to side, feeling how restricted it is.

	 Repeat this exercise. Once the shoulders are low and relaxed, gently ease your head from side to side again. It will feel looser.





Be aware of your head

You particularly need to concentrate on head position, because using screens and smartphones daily causes us to tilt our head forward from its natural position. As the head weighs nearly as much as a bowling ball, this is not good for your posture or the health of your upper body.


	 Your chin should be parallel to the ground, not jutting forward or tilting upwards.

	 Your ears should be directly over your shoulders, and not in front of them.





Perform a final body scan


	Stand and check from your feet up to make sure nothing has lapsed while you’ve been working on other areas.

	 Take a moment to feel this aligned yet relaxed posture, which you will need to reset to in many of the exercises throughout this book.






Step 3: Move with good posture

Staying in the same posture-reset position from step 2, mobilise each area from the feet up to enhance your stride and natural gait.


Start with your legs


	March on the spot, noticing how, when you bend your knee at a right angle to lift your foot off the ground, your ankle is set at a similar angle and is placed back on the ground quite flatly. I call this ‘square movement’ (and we will come back to this concept later).

	 Next, walk forward two or three paces, maintaining this high-knee, flat-foot action. You will feel some leg activation, but your strides will be short and square.

	 Return to standing position. Now lift one leg and gently swing it forwards and backwards, keeping it straight. Notice how, in comparison to the movement above, this fully mobilises your hip joint. Also notice how it activates your core.

	 With this leg action in mind, take a step forward with a straighter leg, placing your heel on the ground first and then rolling through your foot on to your toes. Step forward a few paces and repeat this action with both legs.



Note: This works the whole leg from top to bottom as well as the foot.


‘Think of your feet massaging the earth with every step!’ – Thich Nhat Hanh



The aim here – and it becomes even more important when we begin to look at pace and performance – is to avoid square movements, but the angles at your knee and foot joints are now more like triangles than squares, and this fluid movement increases your stride length, improves your posture and reduces ‘bounce’. Now you have mastered these leg actions, you are ready to look at the rest of the body, moving upwards to explore each area.



Move on to the core


	Practise striding forward with a straighter leg, heel strike and foot roll action, paying attention to your core.

	 As you push off from your toes, actively engage the core muscles as you did in step 2.





Bring in the arms

Perfecting a good walking arm swing is also about the joint angles. The main movement needs to be at the shoulder joint, and the arm needs to be relaxed and straight, not bent so much at the elbow that it forms a right angle.


	 Take a minute to swing a straight arm from your shoulder while standing still, checking in with your core and feeling the freedom of the movement.

	 Next, bend your arm and try to swing it, noting how this shortens the movement and disengages the core.



Note: The latter movement forms a triangle, while the former movement is square and boxy.


Walking an object on a string

To teach yourself good arm protocol, try walking with a small object on a short string. I use dog balls when I teach


	 Swing your arms, first in a stationary position and then when walking.

	 In both phases, the ball or object should swing calmly and in line with your arm when you are using a straight arm powered by the shoulders.

	 Try bending the arm even slightly and the ball loses that smooth momentum and becomes jerky and uncomfortable – as will your stride.







Now start walking



	 First, try walking with long flowing strides and foot roll, then introduce the swing from the shoulders. It should feel purposeful but natural. This is walking with good posture.

	 Now try walking with a shorter arm swing and bent arm, noting how this affects your legs and freedom of movement. Bending your arms means you revert to a pumping action with shorter strides and increased effort for less forward movement.






Step 4: Pulling it all together


	Run through your postural reset from step 2 before starting to walk slowly and carefully, concentrating on a longer stride and foot roll while engaging your core.

	 Once you feel as if you’re walking with a nice foot plant, swing your arms from the shoulders as in step 3.

	 Take a moment to assess how it feels. If you have managed to master the basics, you should feel relaxed but with good posture, your core engaged and long, confident strides. Your whole body should be involved in the action. If you don’t feel this yet, don’t worry, just keep running through each step until you do. It may take a while to feel totally natural, but keep practising.











Bringing awareness to your natural movements












Centre of gravity exercises



Tray carry – arms tucked in


	Stand with your feet together and arms bent at 90 degrees, elbows tucked in to your sides. Turn your palms to the floor – this stops you gripping – and imagine you are carrying a tray, with your arms in quite close to your body.

	 Start walking and keep looking ahead, concentrating on your posture with your arms in this position.

	 Take it further by trying to climb some steps or going up and down a hill.














Tray carry – arms straight in front


	Repeat the exercise with your arms stretched out in front of you. Notice how you need to adjust your posture – pay attention to the natural curve of your spine. You may be tempted to lean forwards slightly, but don’t.

	 Try to keep your gait smooth and observe how your arm position can affect this.





Tray carry – arms outstretched to the sides


	This exercise can also work with or without the beanbags/light objects mentioned above.

	 Walk forwards, concentrating on your posture, then stretch your arms out to the sides.

	 At first, you may want to lean backwards slightly or look down, which causes a slight forward lean. Notice how you adjust and walk taller once you become more aware of your posture.





Tray carry – arms behind you


	Repeat the process, now with your arms stretched out behind you.

	 This stance should bring the most significant change to your initial posture. Watch out for the tendency to push your bottom out or stick your chest forward.

	 Ensure you have a natural curve to your spine.





Tray carry – arms above the head


	Repeat the process, this time with your arms raised above your head, close to your ears.

	 At first you will tend to lean backwards (stiffness around the shoulders can cause this).

	Resist the temptation to look down instead of forwards, and notice how a change in head position can affect your posture. Use the posture reset (see here) to check your spine is in line.











Change of direction exercises



Directional changes around a post or tree


	Mark out a short route with a post or small tree at each end – poles are great for this, too.

	 Walk from one to the other, walk around the far post or tree and return, keeping a good posture.

	 After you have walked in both directions, attempt to walk around the post or tree with your back towards it, before switching to face the other post or tree and walking towards it.

	 Repeat at both ends a couple of times.

	 Finally, repeat the exercise above, but (ensuring you are safe) walk backwards for a few steps towards the other post or tree before turning fully to face it.





Directional changes around objects on the ground


	Place a marker on the ground and walk 40 paces before placing another marker in line with the first.

	 Walk from one marker to the other, crossing over at the midpoint so you are walking in a figure of eight, circling round the markers at each end. It sounds easy, but keeping good walking form and posture while you switch direction is key.







Backwards walking



What are the benefits of backwards walking?


	It engages the backside, front of the thighs, shins, ankles and lesser-used muscles in the feet.

	 It reduces the forces that go through the knees and lower back, and can alleviate back pain when practised regularly.

	 It encourages you to stand taller and improve your posture.

	 It improves flexibility, especially if you are sedentary.

	 It helps with coordination and balance.

	It can help with recall, as it’s thought walking backwards may also help your mind retrace its thoughts.

	 It helps reduce stress on the joints.

	 It boosts brain health, improving response time and decision-making.

	 It improves gait when practised regularly.

	 It uses more energy than forwards walking.





Why is backwards walking so effective?





How do I try it?



Start indoors


	Practise planting the foot and stepping back indoors alongside a rail or row of cabinets.

	 Use a treadmill with a side handrail (I do not advise backwards walking on a treadmill with no supporting rails).





Venture outdoors


	Make sure you have a clear path or have somebody spot for you.

	 Hold both hands with a partner when facing each other and take turns to walk forwards or backwards in a push-me-pull-you action.

	 Start slowly and walk for a minute or two at first. Add a minute each time you practise, if you can.
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