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Abstract 

The raising of the level of physical activity (PA) of the elderly is one of the priorities in the pro-

health activities. There was a major comeback to viewing the PA in the category of move for 

health, now also in relation to senior citizens. The main problem was to select such a form of that 

would suit an average older person who will usually view PA as professional sport and consider 

these two notions identical. Nordic walking (NW) became successfully such a form of PA. The aim 

of this paper was to present selected, subjectively estimated health benefits of exercising nordic 

walking for people aged 50+. 

In 2010, 90 men and women (average age = 55,6) exercising NW regularly for a period of at least 

six months were examined. 

The respondents indicated that NW is a form of PA which is simple, easy to learn, and adjusted to 

the limits of physical strain natural for people aged 50+. They asserted, moreover, that it is an 

effective method for achieving a lasting decrease in the body mass; it also is significant for 

reducing various somatic complaints deriving from age. 

According to the subjective assessment of the participants in the NW classes, the sport influences 

some of the markers of the efficient functioning of the body, i.e. stable body mass, better endurance 

of physical effort, reducing of pain; it can also play an important role in forming a positive self-

image and in the subjectively understood psycho-physical health. 
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*  *  *  *  *  *  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The insufficient amount of time devoted by an average contemporary person to physical activity 

has been worrying the scientists representing various branches of science for a long time now. The 

problem of hypokinesia is so urgent that already the previous Polish National Health Plan in the years 

1995-2005 positioned the raising of the level of physical activity as the first priority and operational 

goal. The changes in social awareness that occurred at the time are significant, nevertheless avoiding 

physical activity still is not treated disapprovingly (Addendum to the Resolution nr 90/2007 of the 
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Council of Ministers). This behavior may be connected with distortions concerning the topic of 

physical effort. Some people associate it with intensive strain on the organism, whereas the intensity 

can be controlled. It is crucial mainly to the elderly due to the proven beneficial effect of the moderate 

physical effort on the widely understood health, including the intellectual health (Hillman et al., 2008, 

Chodzko-Zajko et al., 2009). 

One of the dynamically developing forms of activity is nordic walking (NW). Although its roots 

reach back to the beginning of the 20
th

 century, this dynamic development has been observed in Poland 

only for a few years. The increase in the popularity of NW can be translated into an increased interest 

in conducting scientific researches concerning this form of physical activity; their results indicate 

measurable objective health benefits. Despite the fact that the value of exercise cannot be denied, its 

positive influence on maintaining proper metabolism, hardening the organism, maintaining healthy 

skin, keeping a fit shape and body posture, as well as in prevention of such civilizational diseases as 

obesity, diabetes, or circulatory-respiratory disorders, but also in forming the psychological balance 

and preventing early disability, is still being underlined (Kocur et al., 2006, Ernst et al., 1998). It is 

also indicated that exercising NW can prove much more beneficial than regular walking, jogging, 

cycling, or swimming; it must be underlined that walking with sticks is more efficient than ordinary 

walking in that it engages the upper part of the body, i.e. the trunk and arms, activating thus a greater 

amount of muscles (Arrankoski et al., 2011). Although the opinions about the role NW takes in 

reducing weight on ankles,  knee joints, hip joints, and the spine are diverse, the question of better 

ability to control one’s balance and stability while walking on structurally different types of ground 

does not produce major doubts (Kleindienst et al., 2006, Hansen et al., 2008, Kamien, 2006). 

With reference to the circulatory system: systematic walking with sticks helps to maintain a stable 

level of blood pressure and reduces the risk of  sclerosis. What is more, the effort of lower extremities 

is conducive to a proper return of blood in the venous vessels, especially when the valves do not work 

properly, e.g. as a result of the fragility of tissue. Thus, walking with sticks can be treated as 

prevention of varicose veins, due to the active work of the crus muscles occurring in NW. It leads to an 

improvement of the pumping of blood in limbs, and therefore improves peripheral circulation (Jasinski 

et al., 2009). Regular NW exercise stimulates also mineralization of bones, decreasing the risk of 

osteoporosis which is a threat to women in the menopausal period, as well as short before and after it, 

and the elderly. The exercise with sticks helps especially the elderly persons to regain confidence and 

stability, leading to an improvement of quality of life it increases the sense of independence, 

facilitating thus residence in one’s own house (it concerns especially the elderly who live alone) 

(Stefaniak, 2009). Importance of this form of physical activity in the prevention of the alimentary tract 

disorders has also been suggested (Wood, 1994). 

The popularity of NW leads also to establishing associations, unions, and clubs, where people of 

different ages assemble to spend time together walking with sticks. The social aspect is to be 

emphasized for at times it is a fundamental (next to fashion) argument in favor of exercising NW 

(Figurska et al., 2008). Physical activity in the form of NW walk is also relaxing and regenerating for 

the nervous system. Relaxation and regeneration result from staying out in the company of other 

people and breathing fresh air. The positive effect is reduction of depression symptoms, improvement 

of the quality of sleep, better: motor coordination, mood, and psychological condition. Physical effort 

removes stress hormones (cortisol and adrenalin) from the organism and raises the level of hormones 

of happiness (endorphins). Thus, the “will to live” comes, increasing resistance to stress and tiredness 

(O’Neal et al., 2009). 

The aim of this paper is to present subjectively assessed health benefits of exercising nordic 

walking for people aged 50+. 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The research constituting the basis of this paper was conducted in March and April 2010 among 

persons actively exercising NW for at least six months. The poll method was used in a group of 90 

people (23 men and 67 women) aged 50-70 years, residents of the Lower Silesian Voivodeship and 

Opole Voivodeship. Before participating in the research they were informed of the aim of the research 

and asked for their voluntary participation in it. Among the examined persons with higher education 
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(42%) and with secondary education (40%) comprised the majority. The respondents were mostly 

professionally working, as the pensioners comprised only the 25,6% of the whole group. The other 

participants were white-collar workers (43,3%) and blue-collar workers (31,1%). The participation of 

professionally working persons in the organized workshops is a positive phenomenon, as it reveals 

their high awareness of the positive influence of exercise on an organism. 

In the introductory part the respondents were asked questions about the frequency of their NW 

walks in a week (fig. 1). The examined answered usually that they exercise NW twice a week (37,8%), 

then thrice a week or once a week (both groups 24,4%). The smallest group of the examined indicated 

that they do it every day (13,3%). It can be assumed that approximately ¾ of the respondents exercise 

regularly.  

The examined answered also a question about the amount of time devoted to one walk with sticks 

(fig. 2). The majority comprised those respondents who indicated that they were spending one hour or 

1,5 hours on one (both 44,4% of the respondents). Only 11,2% of the examined devoted 2-3 hours to 

one walk with sticks. 
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Figure 1. Frequency of NW exercise in one week 
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Figure 2. The amount of time devoted to one NW 

walk 

The respondents indicated also that NW is relatively easy to learn; among all the examined only 

every tenth person believed that it was difficult to learn to walk with sticks (fig. 3). A clear majority 

(90%) of the respondents marked this form of physical activity as relatively easy to learn. 
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Figure 3. Was it difficult to learn to walk with sticks? 

 

RESULTS 

In the question about the reasons to exercise NW the respondents could mark no more than three 

out of eight answers, including one open question (fig. 4). The most frequently selected answer was: to 

exercise NW out in the open air (75,6%), the next most frequently selected answer – to improve one’s 

mood (55,6%), then: to improve one’s condition and fitness (51,2%), to lose weight (34,4%), to lessen 

spine and joint ache (23,4%), and because it is a safe sport (5,6%). None of the respondents marked the 

answer that they walk with sticks due to a lack of other occupations, and none gave his/her own answer 

about the reasons for taking up this form of physical activity. 
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Figure 4. The reasons for exercising NW (1 – to exercise out in the fresh air, 2 – to improve one’s mood, 3 – to 

improve one’s fitness, 4 – to lose weight, 5 – to lessen pain in spine and joints, 6 – for safety. 
 

Because the reason for avoiding physical activity by elderly persons is a fear of exhaustion, the 

respondents were asked how great the effort needed to exercise NW is. The great majority answered 

that the effort put into NW is moderate (64,4%), or not great (27,8%). Very seldom (7,8%) did they 

mark this form of physical activity as challenging and requiring great effort (fig. 5). 
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Figure 5. What expense of effort occurs in exercising NW? 

 

Another fear expressed by the elderly concerning the physical activity is connected with 

maintenance of safety while being physically active. Regardless of sex and age all the respondents 

indicated that they feel safe walking with sticks; therefore, they treat NW as a safe form of exercise, 

adequate to their age. 

Further the examined were asked whether they had had any pains before they started to walk with 

sticks. Answering this question, almost half of the respondents stated that they had had such 

complaints (fig. 6). Since the respondents had a possibility to specify the type of complaint, they 

indicated spine disorders (90%), also joint pains and sleep disorders (10%). 
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Figure 6. Have you had any pains or complaints before starting to exercise NW? 

 

The persons who declared occurrence of complaints before starting to walk with sticks were 

asked what, in their subjective opinion, was the influence of NW on their complaints (fig. 7). Only 

5,6% among them stated that they had not observed any difference; the other respondents (94,4%) 
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observed a decrease in the pain complaints and improvement in sleep patterns. Simultaneously none of 

the examined stated that they experienced sharper pains after having started to walk with sticks. 
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Figure 7. The influence of exercising NW on health complaints. 

 

The respondents who had declared pain complaints were then asked whether they had 

simultaneously had any physical therapy to treat these disorders, and whether the therapy resulted in 

improvement. The vast majority of the respondents (80%) answered that the therapy had been 

successful, but only in a short period after having it administered, and a break in the therapy resulted in 

a recurrence of the complaint; only every fifth person declared that the therapy had been successful for 

a longer time. Among the respondents there were no persons whom the therapy had not helped at all. 

These answers seem to be symptomatic in the light of the common opinion about exercise and its 

beneficial influence on maintaining health. 

A significant proportion of the examined observed also an influence of the regular physical 

activity (NW) on the body mass control. 57,8% lost weight, the others observed no change. It seems 

important to underline the fact that none of the examined gained weight (fig. 8). 
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Figure 8. Influence of NW on the body mass 

 

Answering the last question almost all the examined stated also that they had observed a positive 

influence of the regular activity on their condition and fitness, which resulted in raising the level of 

their physical endurance. Only 2,2% of the examined observed no such changes. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The growing in Poland interest in the active spending of leisure time is supported among others 

by the media, which promote such lifestyle, but also by the spectacular successes of Polish sportsmen, 

mainly in the individual sports. The emerging in such an atmosphere fashion for walking with sticks 

tallies with the expectations of not a small group of recipients who are not able to (or do not want to) 

take up any physical activity characterized by high intensity due to limitations springing out of age or 

health issues, but still want to spend their leisure time actively according to their ability. These people 

will find NW ideal, as it offers activity characterized by physical strain adequate to the abilities of the 

participants of NW classes. The fact that NW is based on natural walk could be a factor especially 
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encouraging to regular walking with sticks (Arrankoski et al., 2011). The latter – due to its simplicity – 

is proposed as a basic form of physical activity which can be exercised in any time or place with full 

safety (Manson et al., 1999, Hu et al., 2002). 

The participants of the research had a secondary and higher education and most of them devoted 

up to 1,5 hours/week to active spending of time. It seems that the higher awareness about the impact of 

exercise on the maintenance of psycho-physical health among people with higher education is 

significant in reading the statistics. Simultaneously such amount of time devoted to physical activity is 

approximate to the time limit recommended for adults (Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans, 

2008). 

Among the reasons for which the participants of the classes took up NW prevail those directly 

connected with the lessening of pain (exercise out in the fresh air, better mood, improvement in 

condition, loss of weight). The respondents observed, thus, in this form of physical activity values 

related to satisfaction and positive frame of mind; they associate walking with sticks with the positive 

aspects of health. In another question a significant proportion of the respondents underscored the 

significant influence of NW on limiting the pain complaints. It seems, therefore, that the beneficial 

influence of NW is occurring “by the way” and the leading factors encouraging one’s motivation to 

exercise NW include other of its aspects. Similar conclusions have been reached by Piatkowska 

(2008); it follows that a regularly exercised physical activity leads to raising some markers of the self-

image, i.e. improving one’s mood, better opinion of oneself, and a higher self-esteem level. 

The respondents underscored that the effort of walking with sticks was not strenuous, although 

they simultaneously could observe its positive influence on their endurance ability. These results 

indirectly tally with the results of author’s research in which the participants walked over a distance of 

2km using the technique of NW and this in time shorter then persons walking at natural pace (without 

sticks), resulting in almost identical post-exercise pulse rate in the control group and the examined 

group. It would follow that the physical cost of NW, understood objectively – in the researches 

mentioned (Kamien, 2008), as well as subjectively – the author’s research – remains on the level 

acceptable to the participant of the class. 

The consequences of regular NW exercise as in relation to participants’ body mass remains an 

important issue (its decrease or stabilization). It might result from two factors, i.e. a faster metabolism 

and a change in the eating habits, and the obvious role of the physical activity. Its influence on 

quickening metabolism is undeniable; it is suggested in relation to NW that in comparison with 

ordinary walk an increase by 20% of the organism’s energy requirements takes place (Kamien, 2006). 

The Scandinavian research by Hansen et al. (2008) indicate that the body mass of people regularly 

walking with sticks can be reduced without special diet and limitations, but to achieve this NW must 

be exercised 3-4 times per week. A similar positive influence of exercising NW on the body mass 

control was indicated by persons from the author’s research, underlining that (in their opinion) also 

their physical fitness has improved. This aspect – of connecting the body mass control with the raising 

of one’s fitness level, marked together with the sense of safety during walking with sticks, 

accompanied by the simplicity of NW – seems to be a key to its success among the elderly. This 

information, completed by the research presenting NW as a proper form of physical activity for people 

with heart illnesses (Tanasescu et al. 2002, Lee at al., 2001, Oguma et al., 2004), which, moreover, can 

be proposed without any special supervision (Wilk et al., 2005), shows the good prospects of its 

application in recreation as well as in exercise rehabilitation. Taking into consideration simultaneously 

the simplicity and safety of exercising NW (which was indicated by the participants of the NW classes) 

and the fact that it engages more muscles (in contrast with natural walk) it seems that this form of 

physical activity can be propagated, especially among the middle-aged and the elderly, remembering, 

that according to the latest trends physical activity constitutes the fundament of the health pyramid, on 

which the further rows base (Willett et al., 2005). 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Taking into account the result of the research it can be concluded that: 

1. Walking with sticks in the subjective opinion of the NW classes participants influences selected 

markers of efficient functioning of the organism, i.e. stability of the body mass, better physical 
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endurance, lessening of the pain complaints. 

2. Nordic Walking may play a significant role in shaping a positive self-image and a subjectively 

understood psycho-physical health. 
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