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Physical Activity 

 
Physical exercise not only improves mobility but also has positive effects on brain 
health, mood and overall well-being. Regular physical activity including endurance, 
muscle strengthening, balance, and flexibility exercises, are essential for healthy 
aging. 1 
  
We all understand that exercise is good for our health, but we may not have the 
motivation or encouragement to do it.  Caregivers or friends can guide seniors by 
asking them about their daily activities and whether they engage in any kind of 
regular exercise or physical activity. Seniors, especially those who live alone, often 
sit for long periods of time and need to be encouraged to move and get outside for 
fresh air. Depending on their physical ability, the Caregiver should be introducing a 
daily scheduled walk. Inviting friends or family on the walk will increase the senior’s 
social connectedness. Some may enjoy practicing yoga or fall prevention exercises. 
If the senior has mobility issues, open windows for fresh air or, if they are 
wheelchair bound, take them outside for a walk. Providing an object for them to 
hold or squeeze can be helpful to gain muscle tone in the hands and arms. There 

 
1 https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/promoting-wellness-older-patients 
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are also many simple but effective chair exercises seniors can do. Adding light 
weights or resistance bands can help to maintain muscle mass.  

Benefits of Regular Physical Activity 

 
Exercise and physical activity are considered a cornerstone of almost every healthy 
aging program. Scientific evidence suggests that people who exercise regularly not 
only live longer, but they may also live better and are less likely to develop heart 
disease, stroke and diabetes. All of these risks are associated with dementia. 
 
Physical activity also pumps blood to the brain, which nourishes the cells with 
nutrients and oxygen, and may even encourage the development of new cells. 
 

● Reduces stress and improves mood 
● Improves cognitive function 
● Increases longevity 
● Decreases risk of dementia 
● Decreases risk of heart disease, stroke, osteoporosis, and diabetes 
● Improves balance, preventing falls 
● Increases energy 

 
 
  



How can a Caregiver encourage seniors to exercise? 

 
Habit is the single best predictor of inactivity across all age groups.2 Older persons 
often must overcome a lifetime of ingrained behavior. Some older persons may be 
comfortable in a role of dependence and feel threatened by the charge of increased 
activity. An active lifestyle, as opposed to a formal exercise regimen, has higher 
rates of long-term compliance.3 
 

● Explain the benefits and watch an educational video together  

● Make exercising a social event. Schedule walks with friends 

● Help them set realistic goals and develop an exercise plan with pictures 

● Write an exercise “prescription” and make it specific, including type of 
activity, frequency, intensity of activity, and number of repetitions; follow up 
to check progress and re-evaluate goals over time 

● Refer clinets to community resources, such as walking groups and senior 
fitness classes 

● Show them that movement can be fun: Ninendo Wii for Seniors, dancing, 
online videos from the comfort of home - YMCA Gentle Fit 

● Incorporating exercise into a prior routine makes it easier to remember, 
especially in very old and cognitively impaired persons. Exercises should be 
simple; any new skills will require specific instructions and repetition. 

● Set an alarm on their phone that will remind them when it’s time to move 
(every 20 mins for example for seniors who sit a lot) 

● Find out what their interests and hobbies are/were in the past - gardening, 
birdwatching, bike riding, yard work, house cleaning, caring for a pet 

● Find physical activities that will give the senior a sense of purpose and aligns 
with their interests - volunteering, cooking for others (community kitchens)  

 
Always remember that some activity is better than none. Health benefits increase 
as activity increases.  Integrate all the suggestions above to provide comprehensive 
opportunities for activity. 
 

 
2 https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/0201/p419.html#afp20020201p419-b29 
3 https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/0201/p419.html#afp20020201p419-b3 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B6B7WDM02Fs
https://www.ymcahome.ca/gentle-fit
https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/0201/p419.html#afp20020201p419-b29
https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/0201/p419.html#afp20020201p419-b30


How can a Caregiver engage and assess the comprehension level of a senior when 
it comes to their health? 
 
An effective time to begin a conversation is while out for a walk, cooking together 
or sitting with them over tea or coffee. Start a conversation by actively listening 
and asking questions: 
 
➢ Where did they work? What was their favourite job? 
➢ Ask about their children/grandchildren 
➢ What are their favourite foods? Do they enjoy cooking?  
➢ Do they belong to any clubs? 
➢ Do they have a hobby? Such as gardening or a sport they use to play 
➢ Do they enjoy crafts? 
➢ What is their favourite music?  
➢ Have they travelled a lot in life? 

 
These questions help you learn about their likes and dislikes and open the door to 
new conversations about health, food, exercise and the importance of staying as 
healthy as possible so they can continue to enjoy these aspects of life.  
 
There are many excellent websites that offer information on activities for seniors. 
Your job is to try and find out which activities would be most suitable for your 
client. 
 
The following is a list of physical activities that are easily available and help to keep 
seniors as mobile and active as possible depending on their circumstances. 
and agility.  There may also be local seniors’ centres that offer group ZOOM video 
workouts, such as the YMCA. 

Online Exercise Resources: 

 
YMCA Gentle Fit and YMCA Yoga & Pilates videos  

Strength and Balance Exercises - Ottawa Public Health 

Yes2next - Fitness and Joy at Any Age (instructional exercise videos) 

Eldergym Fitness for Seniors (instructional exercise videos)  

https://www.ymcahome.ca/gentle-fit
https://www.ymcahome.ca/yoga-pilates
https://www.ymcahome.ca/yoga-pilates
https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-health-topics/strength-and-balance-exercises.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/c/yes2next/videos
https://www.youtube.com/c/Eldergym/videos


Source: www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/adults/health-benefits-of-physical-activity-for-adults.html  

http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/adults/health-benefits-of-physical-activity-for-adults.html


Types of Exercise 

 
Always check with their main health care provider before recommending any 
exercise program. There are 4 types of exercise and each type play a role in 
improving health4 
 
Endurance exercises increase the heart rate and build energy. Endurance improves 
heart health, lung function, and circulation. 
 

● Walking 
● Jogging 
● Dancing 
● Swimming 
● Biking 
● Tennis 
● Basketball 
● Climbing stairs/hills 
● Yard work 

 
Strength exercises build new muscle and maintain muscle mass. Examples: 
 

● Lifting light weights or other objects found around the home 
● Using a resistance band (great for chair-bound seniors) 
● Doing bodyweight exercises (wall push-ups, sit down/stand up, leg lifts) 

 
Balance exercises improve balance, make it easier to do daily activities and help to 
prevent falls. Examples: 
 

● Standing on one foot, leg raises 
● Walking heel-to-toe “walking the line” 
● Tai chi or yoga 

 
Flexibility exercises stretch the muscles, improving mobility. Examples: 
 

● Stretching 
● Yoga 

 
  

 
4 https://familydoctor.org/exercise-seniors/ 

https://familydoctor.org/exercise-seniors/


Walking 

 
Taking a walk outside is a simple 
yet highly beneficial physical 
activity and can be enjoyed solo or 
with friends. 
 
Walking can be meditative, 
resulting in decreased anxiety. 
 
It can also be a mentally stimulating 
activity, boosting mood and 
promoting deeper sleep. 
 

The recommended amount of walking is around 150 minutes per week. When 
broken down into smaller segments that is just 10 minutes twice a day depending 
on strength and mobility. Even if the senior uses a walker or cane, walking can still 
be a gentle, low-impact way to improve their mental and physical health. 
 
 
Activities: 
 

● While you’re walking, engage the senior in conversation about what you see, 
hear and smell. If you pass people, say hello and perhaps spend some time in 
conversation. This creates mental and social stimulation. 

● Notice the weather - comment on the temperature, the clouds or point out 
the wind in the trees 

● Listen for bird songs and try to spot the birds, pointing out their colours 

● Walk to a local park or pond where you can converse with dog walkers 

● Do gentle breathwork exercises together while sitting on a park bench 

● Walk through a botanical garden and stop to smell the roses 

● Walk to a local farmers market and get to know the growers  

 



Shinrin-Yoku5 

 
Translated into English as ‘forest bathing', 
Shinrin-Yoku means taking in the forest 
atmosphere during a leisurely walk. It is a 
therapy that was developed in Japan during 
the 1980s, becoming a cornerstone of 
preventive health care and healing in 
Japanese medicine. 
 
Researchers have studied the health 
benefits of spending time amongst the 
trees, and they conclude that forest bathing 
positively creates calming neuro-
psychological effects through changes in 
the nervous system, reducing the stress 
hormone cortisol and boosting the immune 
system. All of the studies so far have also 
shown reductions in stress, anger, anxiety, 
depression and sleeplessness amongst the 
participants. 
 
After just 15 minutes of forest bathing, blood pressure drops, stress levels are 
reduced and concentration and mental clarity improve. If there is no forest or 
woodland nearby, practice Shinrin-Yoku in a park. When doing this activity with a 
senior, walk slowly and allow them to explore, interact, and connect with the 
environment through their senses in silence.  
 
❖ Turn off phones and any other distractions so that you can be fully present in 

the experience 
❖ Leave behind goals and expectations. Wander aimlessly, allowing your body 

to take you wherever it wants 
❖ Pause from time to time, to look more closely at a leaf or notice the sensation 

of the path beneath your feet 
❖ Find a comfy spot to take a seat and listen to the sounds around you. See 

how the behaviour of the birds and other animals changes when they 
become used to your presence 

❖ If you go with others, resist talking until the end of the walk, when you can 
regroup to share your experiences.  

 
5 https://www.growwilduk.com/blog/5-simple-steps-practising-shinrin-yoku-forest-bathing 

https://www.growwilduk.com/blog/5-simple-steps-practising-shinrin-yoku-forest-bathing


Gardening 

Gardening is beneficial for everyone, but particularly for seniors. It keeps fine 
motor skills honed. Digging, pulling weeds, and opening packages are great tasks 
for certain types of arthritis to reduce inflammation in the knuckles and hands. 
Those fine motor skills also keep fingers nimble which is particularly important for 
everyday activities such as doing up shirt buttons, using zippers, and opening cans 
or jars. Lifting garden tools, reaching and bending over garden beds all help with 
flexibility and strength. Even these small movements encourage circulation and 
activate the cardiovascular system.6 
 
There are many ways to start a garden and you can even bring the outdoors 
indoors for those with limited mobility: raised beds on a patio, indoor hanging 
gardens, indoor terrarium, potted plants or renting a plot at a community garden. 

Chair Exercises 

There are many chair exercises designed for seniors and they can be easily adapted 
to level of strength and mobility. Chair exercises help maintain muscle strength and 
help with balance.   
Eldergym Fitness for Seniors - Chair Exercises 

Yoga / Pilates 

Yoga can be done sitting or standing. This will depend on strength and agility.  
There are many excellent “yoga for seniors” videos as well as many different styles 
of yoga to tailor to specific needs. YMCA Yoga & Pilates  

Cooking 

Preparing meals together provides physical activity and valuable learning and 
conversation time. Simple prep can even be done while seated, such as peeling or 
stirring. Fun cooking videos on Youtube, like the channel Mariano's Cooking, can be 
a joy to watch together. 

Social outings and sports 

If you are permitted to take your senior client on outings, this can be an excellent 
opportunity for socializing and physical activities. Look up their local farmers 
markets, parks, museums, arts and crafts shows, local sports clubs for seniors - 
golf, shuffleboard, lawn bowling or curling.  If they are not able to participate in 
these sports, there may be an opportunity to go as a spectator - tailor the outing to 
their interests. 

 
6 https://vivalife.ca/the-benefits-of-gardening-for-seniors/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gelVHMr5VjY
https://www.ymcahome.ca/yoga-pilates
https://www.ymcahome.ca/yoga-pilates
https://www.youtube.com/c/MarianosCooking/videos
https://vivalife.ca/the-benefits-of-gardening-for-seniors/


Sleep  

 
Sleep must not be overlooked when caring for seniors. It is a key factor in their 
physical, mental, and emotional health. Sleep affects quality of life in every way -  
poor sleep can increase their chance of injury due to falls, reduces cognitive 
function, motor skills, regulation of emotions, memory and much more. 
 
Seniors often suffer from poor sleep. Restless legs syndrome, periodic limb 
movement disorder, and rapid eye movement sleep behavior disorder are common 
in older adults. Alzheimer’s disease often changes a person’s sleeping habits, some 
sleep too much and others don’t sleep enough. 
 
Adults aged 65 years or older should limit long periods of sedentary behaviours and 
should practice healthy sleep hygiene (routines, behaviours, and environments 
conducive to sleeping well). Getting 7 to 8 hours of quality sleep on a regular basis 
with consistent bed and wake times is recommended. Replacing sedentary 
behaviour with physical activity during the day can also contribute to better sleep. 
 

How can a Caregiver promote healthy sleep?7 

 
● Exercise at regular times each day but not within 3 hours bedtime 
● Avoid eating large meals close to bedtime 
● Encourage light physical activity before bed (short walk, gentle stretching) 
● Keep their bedroom at a comfortable temperature and ensure that the light 

is low or easy to switch on and off 
● Use low lighting in the evenings and as you prepare for bed 
● Make sure the bedroom is a quiet and peaceful place and when possible, 

reserved only for sleep 
● Remove screens and other electronic distractions that can inhibit a good 

night’s sleep 
● Ensure the bedroom is clean and dust free including the sheets and mattress. 

Open windows during the day for air circulation and clear the floor of 
tripping hazards.   

● Suggest mattress covers if added comfort is required (memory foam) 
● Teach them breathing or visualization techniques for relaxation 

 
  

 
7 https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/good-nights-sleep 
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Activities for Better Sleep8 

 
Some people find that relaxing not only their bodies, but also their minds puts them 
to sleep. One way to do this is to close your eyes and visualize your toes. Imagine 
your toes are completely relaxed, then your feet, and then your ankles are 
completely relaxed. Work your way up the rest of your body, section by section. 
You may drift off to sleep before getting to the top of your head.9  
 
Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
Equal Breathing Exercise for Sleep 
Five Minute Mindful Breathing 
Walking Meditation 
Gentle Yoga Asanas for 60 to 70 year olds 

 
8 AARP Sleep Infographic English, Spanish, French 
9 https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/good-nights-sleep 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pyxvL1O2duk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wEDoKm40Yc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-SFdhVwrVA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjZY-srlLBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KEx-y2IFnlw
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/health/brain_health/2017/01/gcbh-sleep-and-brain-health-infographic-english-aarp.doi.10.26419-2Fpia.00014.002.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/health/brain_health/2017/01/gcbh-sleep-and-brain-health-infographic-spanish-aarp.doi.10.26419-2Fpia.00014.003.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/health/brain_health/2017/01/gcbh-sleep-and-brain-health-infographic-french-aarp.doi.10.26419-2Fpia.00014.004.pdf
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/good-nights-sleep
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