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EXERCISE—IT SHOULD BE A “GUT” REACTION


Why exercise?  You’re probably glad that you finally know what is wrong with you—celiac disease (CD)—and that your body can absorb the nutrients it needs, now.  So why bother exercising, if you are on a 100% gluten-free diet and think that you have your health under control?  Well . . . You are wrong, if you don’t exercise.  You don’t have your health under control.  Exercise is a very important part of a healthy lifestyle, which can’t be substituted.  It not only has a long list of benefits, but also requires a specific prescription for each person.


An effective exercise program contains three parts: cardiovascular, strength training, and stretching, each of which has several benefits.  Cardiovascular exercise is that which involves continuous movement of large muscle groups (e.g., legs and/or arms) at an intensity of 60%-90% of maximum heart rate for at least five minutes.  Some of its benefits include an increase in cardiovascular endurance, an increase in high-density lipoprotein (HDL—good) cholesterol, and a decreased chance of coronary (heart) artery disease.  Forcing the muscles to perform movements at such a high intensity, where only 1-15 repetitions can be done, is called strength training.  Consistent workouts elicit an increase in muscle mass, strength, and endurance.  Stretching means that a muscle is lengthened to the point of mild discomfort.  It helps to increase joint range of motion, flexibility, and agility.


Three other benefits of exercise—decreasing the risk of obesity, cancer, and osteoporosis—should be the main concerns of those with CD.  Weight loss is a common sign of this disease.  Then, when one starts a gluten-free diet, the weight is usually regained.  From the time that CD “struck” to the time that a gluten-free diet was started, the body was in starvation mode.  When the body doesn’t get the nutrients it needs, it’s like being on a diet.  At the end of a diet program or start of gluten-free eating, the body is anxious not only to replace lost weight, but also to store extra fat for the next “fast.”  Exercise can control how much weight will be regained.  It is important to prevent obesity, which is a risk factor for heart disease, diabetes, and cancer.  Lymphoma cancer is a risk factor in itself for those with CD, anyway.  It is thought that exercise can prevent cancer by boosting the performance of natural killer (NK) and macrophages—two types of immune system cells.  Lastly, before CD diagnosis or while off the gluten-free diet, calcium (among other nutrients) absorption is diminished.  This can lead to osteoporosis, a “silent” disease resulting in porous, thinning bones.  It is well established that exercise can increase bone density, but only in the exercised limbs.  For example, someone who only walks will only increase bone density in the lower body.  Someone who walks and strength trains the upper body will increase bone density in the lower and upper body.


With the benefits of exercise in mind, it is time to figure out your workout prescription.  First, consult your physician to authorize starting a program and to determine whether or not you need a fitness evaluation.  Second, decide how many days a week and time per day you realistically will commit to exercising.  Third, decide where you want to exercise—at home, in a gym, and/or outside.  Lastly, take into consideration the minimum requirements for a healthy lifestyle: five days a week for thirty minutes (can be two 15-minute or three 10-minute sessions) each day of moderate exercise.  This time can include yard work, walking, cleaning, stair climbing, and biking among several other cardiovascular modes.  Some of that time should be spent strength training, too.  It should be done 2-3 times per week, performing 1-3 sets of 8-12 repetitions for each of the major muscle groups.  The muscles should be stretched for about 10 minutes, a minimum of three times per week.  Consult a fitness trainer for a personalized workout program.  Treat yourself to a healthy lifestyle with exercise—you deserve it! 

