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Just when you thought it was safe to sit down again, a new field of science is emerging -- inactivity physiology --

that is researching why we are so out of shape. And yes, sitting still is one of the major culprits, according to a

leading professor in the field who recently held a webinar to outline his findings.

Marc Hamilton spoke virtually to more than 1,000 ergonomists, facility managers and interior designers about

the "real reasons why we can't sit inactive all day." Hamilton, a professor and director of the Inactivity
Physiology Program at the Pennington Biomedical Research Center, Louisiana State University, said we are

living in a society where people are aging and living longer and still becoming more unhealthy, he called it an

interesting paradox.

Nearly two-thirds of the adults in the U.S. are either overweight or obese, Hamilton told the webinar, which

was hosted by the National Ergonomics Conference and Exposition and sponsored by Focal Upright Furniture.

Hamilton is studying what is driving us to get fatter and more unhealthy. And what he found was surprising.

About 50 percent of the waking day, people are sitting -- about nine to 10 hours a day on average. While sitting
is not inherently unhealthy, sitting still for extended periods is.

"Some of the most potent mechanisms at the root cause of chronic disease are caused by inactivity -- generally

sitting -- because the body needs frequent muscular activity," he said. "Cells and tissues in the body are

constantly sensing their environment, every minute of the day. The cells in our body are exquisitely smart in

sensing what's going on. That's profound when we think about how we live our lives."

Hamilton said human physiology is naturally well-geared for a large daily dose of muscular activity, usually in the

form of low-intensity physical activity. Simply put, the human body is designed and does best when it is moving.

Sitting displaces this need for low-intensity physical activity.

Through his research, Hamilton said replacing our need for a lot of low-intensity physical activity with small

doses of high-intensity workouts is not enough, which means people who go to the gym for 30 minutes a day

are improving their health, but not enough to counteract the huge stretches of sitting. "Going to the gym for 30

minutes is still only 1/48th of our day," he said. "It is still just a small slice."

He calls those who work out a small part of the day and sit for the rest "exercising couch potatoes." "Even if
they adhere to the physical activity that is recommended, they are probably still sedentary most of the day," he

said. "Less than 5 percent (of the population) focus on moderate to vigorous physical activity. Still, adhering to a

healthy diet and healthy weight frankly isn't working either."

Even those who work out are probably not meeting the minimum amount of movement that is ideal for the
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human body. Hamilton said we live in a "no pain, no gain" society that believes workouts must be strenuous.

Instead, we should shift to a model where low and moderate intensity work should happen for longer periods.

"Just because you are walking at 1 mph does not mean your muscles are not getting dramatic signals from your

body," Hamilton said. "Humans naturally require a large amount of time in physical activity throughout the whole

day for good health. We are generally talking about a time span of a couple hours a day."

Diabetes is twice as common for those who sit more than those who move around, he said. In the simplest

scientific terms, being sedentary turns off a key enzyme that controls where fat is stored in the body.
Metabolism is stalled. Again, intense exercise isn't enough to get the enzyme working again. Movement

throughout the day is needed, Hamilton said.

"Our goal is to reactivate the human lifestyle in a very sedentary world," he said. "It is the Holy Grail of good

public health: How can this behavior be achieved? We need to think about what's feasible and what's

achievable. The goal is big and the rewards will be great. The goal really is how people can feel better and

function better. We need to think about how everyone can benefit."

Another goal for the office furniture industry is to create furniture that supports low-intensity physical activity. It

is beginning to happen. Focal Upright Furniture is a good example of a product that promotes movement.

Steelcase's Walkstation is another.

Hamilton said low-intensity physical activity can be comfortable and therefore sustained. "I don't have the
answer to what the workplaces will look like in the future," he said. "But it is about companies giving employees

options and helping them stick to those options."
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