
Cardio 

What is cardiovascular exercise, commonly referred to as cardio? It’s any form of exercise that 
involves the major muscle groups and increases the heart rate for a period of time.  

This handout will discuss the benefits of cardiovascular exercise, the different forms, and the 
recommendations for cardiovascular exercise to meet your weight loss goals.  

Here's a review of the different systems of the body and the positive health benefits that 
accompany regular cardio.  

• The heart is vital, and we want to keep it healthy. Regular cardio can help improve heart
function. It improves your ability to get oxygen to your muscles. It also helps lower blood
pressure and resting heart rate. What does this mean for you? It means your heart doesn’t
have to work as hard to pump blood around your body. If your heart doesn’t have to work
as hard, it’s going to last longer and be healthier.

• What about your brain? Regular cardio helps improve memory, decreases stroke risk, and
may help fight Alzheimer’s disease. Cardio can improve your mood and energy level and
helps to fight anxiety and depression.

• Regular cardio exercise also helps control your blood sugar as well as raise your “good”
cholesterol.

• What about arthritis and joint pain? If you are moving on a regular basis, pain will likely be
reduced, and your joints will feel better.

• Cardio improves your ability to sleep.

You may be wondering: what’s the best type of cardio exercise? There are so many options out 
there it can be confusing. The main goal is to just get started, and preferably, find something you’ll 
enjoy on a regular basis. Cardio can be walking, biking, swimming, running, hiking, boxing, rowing, 
elliptical, or workout classes.  

The easiest activity for most people is walking. Walking is free and can be done anywhere; around 
the neighborhood, lunch at work, mall walking, at the park, hiking, etc. Walking is a great lower-
impact activity that most people can tolerate.  

Swimming is a very good choice for those with pain issues. People with arthritis, lower back pain, 
joint pain, and fibromyalgia. Consider signing up for a water aerobics class, swimming laps, or 
participating in a water walking/running class.  
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Biking is another great choice. This can be done indoors on a stationary bike or outdoors. Get 
outside and enjoy the scenery while getting a great workout for your heart, lungs, and legs.  

What about using an elliptical at home or at the gym? The elliptical is an awesome minimal-impact 
form of exercise that works the full body.  

Do you like to dance? Try a dance class at your local gym. Look for free online dance videos, or 
just turn on some music in the living room and dance.  

There is no right or wrong type of cardio. The goal is to find something you enjoy doing and stick 
with it. 

We’ve covered several choices for cardio, but how often are you supposed to work out and to 
what intensity if you want to receive the most health benefits? 

Aim for a goal of at least 5 days per week for 30 minutes or more. Those numbers may 
overwhelm you, but you don’t have to start there. Start with 5 minutes per session, and build on 
that over time. Set your first goal at 3 times per week, 30 minutes total. This can be achieved with 
one 30-minute walk or 3 10-minute sessions throughout the day. For example: walking 10-minutes 
at breakfast, lunch, and dinner, which adds up to 30 minutes. Maybe you’re only able to walk 4 
minutes. That’s okay! Start there, try multiple sessions per day, and build. Don’t worry about your 
speed. Focus on building your time, then on increasing speed and intensity.  

Intensity can be increased once you’ve reached 5 days per week. If you’re walking, you could 
incorporate a little light jogging. If you’re on a bike, increase the resistance. If you’re hiking, find 
more challenging paths. Work up to a level that results in an elevated heart rate and heavier 
breathing, but at which you’re still able to talk. If you’re working out with a buddy, you should be 
able to maintain a conversation.  

Regular cardio is obviously helpful for overall health and weight loss, but it is vital for weight 
maintenance. One of the best ways to lose weight and keep it off is establishing a strong regular 
exercise routine that you stick with for life. Look for a form of cardio you enjoy and are willing to 
do long-term.  
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