AEROBIC EXERCISE:  ANSWERS TO YOUR CARDIO QUESTIONS
By Carolyn Collman, M.S 
We all know how important aerobic exercise is for the heart, but what exactly constitutes cardiovascular exercise?  Does pedaling an exercise bike slowly for 15 minutes qualify? What does the heart have to do with it?  How do you know if you’re working hard enough….or too hard?

Aerobic or “cardiovascular” exercise is defined as any continuous movement sustained for 12 minutes or more that requires the heart and lungs to work between 65 and 80% of their maximum capacity. Some of the most popular forms of aerobic exercise include:  brisk walking, swimming, stationary cycling and vigorous dancing. Anaerobic exercise, by comparison, has a much lower impact on the cardiovascular system and requires less oxygen. This type of exercise refers to stop-and-go activities such as weight training or tennis.

Individual Heart Rate Training Zone

Every person has an individual target heart rate training zone – largely based on age and to some extent fitness level. You can use the age-specific chart located on certain aerobic exercise machines as a reference, but the information provided is based on statistics and may or may not be relevant to you.  This is why it’s important to use perceived exertion in combination with heart rate to gauge your optimal exercise intensity. While exercising aerobically you should be able to talk (hearing your breath in your speech) but not sing.  Keep in mind that pacemakers and certain heart medications control your heart rate. If you have cardiovascular disease, talk to your doctor about an appropriate heart rate training zone for you.

Reducing Fat Doesn’t Mean Reducing Intensity

During aerobic exercise your body uses a combination of glycogen (stored carbohydrate) and fat for fuel. Anaerobic exercise, by comparison, requires primarily glycogen as its fuel source. Many people are under the misconception that low intensity aerobic exercise burns the most body fat. True, the greater your exercise intensity, the more your body requires glycogen. BUT, even though a higher percentage of the total calories burned are from glycogen, when you exercise at a higher intensity, you still use more fat calories because you burn significantly more total calories when you work harder for the same duration.

Aerobic Exercise Rx

Aim to exercise aerobically for a minimum of 12 minutes in your target heart rate zone three times per week. Always warm up for at least 5 minutes at the beginning of your workout to gradually increase your heart rate. At the conclusion of your workout,  “cool down” for 5 minutes by gradually decreasing your exercise intensity in order to let your heart recover. Thus, the total workout time would be a minimum of 22 minutes, including warm up and cool down. With your doctor’s permission, don’t be afraid to push yourself a bit…remember, the heart is a muscle and it needs exercise, too!

