
Move Yourself to 
Better Health

Self-help and body awareness guidebook

The functional approach to improving your body as you age

John Molyneux

Moly Publishing
johnmolyneux.com



First published 2024 in the United Kingdom by Moly Publishing

Copyright © 2024 John Molyneux, MolyFit Ltd 

The author asserts his moral right to be identified as the author of this 

book.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 

in a retrieval system, distributed or transmitted, in any form or by any 

means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher or as 

expressly permitted by law.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Printed in the United Kingdom

Cover design by Ken Leeder 

Illustrations by Duncan Bullimore 

Editing, interior design and layout by Daisy Editorial

Disclaimer

This book is not intended as a substitute for professional medical advice. 

The reader is advised to consult an appropriate healthcare professional 

regarding all aspects of individual healthcare. The author assumes no 

responsibility for loss or damage caused directly or indirectly by the use 

of information contained in this book. Individuals who suffer from any 

disease or are recovering from injury should consult with their doctor 

regarding the advisability of undertaking any of the exercises suggested 

in this book. The author disclaims any liability incurred from the use or 

application of the contents of this book.



Contents
About the author� iv
Safety� v
Introduction� 1
Balance domain� 3
Mobility domain� 17
Cognitive/emotional domain� 24
Neuromuscular domain� 26
Musculoskeletal domain� 29
Cardiovascular domain� 39
A little every day� 41
Also by the author� 42



iv

About the author
John Molyneux has over 25 years’ experience as a qualified 
and accredited sports therapist and functional ageing specialist. 
He has developed a skill and passion for bringing exercise to 
those who struggle to maintain a regime or to exercise at all. 
He has particular expertise in working with age-related barriers, 
beginning with a gentle and appropriate introduction to exercise 
and gradually developing ability and confidence.

John firmly believes that exercise is accessible to anyone 
regardless of their age, ability or physical restrictions. This book 
is the product of his experience and is an easy-to-use guide 
for anyone who wants to improve their wellbeing by becoming 
more body aware.
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Safety
Most of these exercises are designed to be done either sitting 
or standing. Occasionally, you will need to support your body 
weight. Ensure whatever you use is sturdy and stable and 
can support you. Wear comfortable clothes and appropriate, 
supportive footwear. Make sure the area you are working out in 
is free of trip hazards and obstructions.

Whilst exercising, if you experience chest pain, dizziness or 
severe shortness of breath then stop immediately and contact 
your doctor. If your symptoms do not go away when you stop 
exercising and you feel very unwell, contact your local health 
helpline without delay (in the UK dial 111) or call an ambulance.

If you experience pain in your muscles or joints, stop and check 
your technique then try again. If the pain persists, seek advice 
from a healthcare professional. It is normal to feel muscle 
soreness the next day and even 72 hours after exercise. That 
shows that the exercises are working.

Drink regular sips of water whilst you are exercising and when 
the exercise has finished.
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Some of the exercises will work on your balance and coordination. 
If you have any doubt or hesitation before or during the exercise, 
make sure someone is there to help or support you.

Don’t forget to breathe! Take slow, deep breaths in and out whilst 
you are exercising.
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Introduction

What is ageing?

Ageing is a natural and inevitable part of the life cycle. All living 
beings experience a period of growth and maturation followed 
by a period of decline.

This ageing process is hard-wired into your system and can’t 
be stopped, but this doesn’t mean that you have to sit there and 
take it without some control. You are not at its mercy.

You can influence how you age through the choices you make. 
You can choose how well you age!

Movement is medicine, and this book will show you how to 
administer it.

The information in this book will help you improve your body’s 
function. It is current thinking in the wellbeing sector and is 
backed by science, collated by The Functional Aging Institute.
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The institute uses six domains to improve physical function:

	▸ Balance
	▸ Mobility
	▸ Cognitive/emotional
	▸ Neuromuscular
	▸ Musculoskeletal
	▸ Cardiovascular

By working through this book and doing the exercises regularly, 
you will gain an understanding of each of these domains and 
be able to improve your body, moving yourself to better health.

Let’s begin.
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Balance domain

The core

For good balance, your core is the place to start. By activating 
your core, or centre of gravity control, you will achieve stability 
and better control of your whole body.

Your core is the group of muscles that are involved in stabilising 
your body to achieve posture. There are many complex exercises 
to strengthen the core, but we are going to keep it simple.

 Activate your core

First let’s locate and engage your core. Imagine a zip starting 
from your groin and travelling up to your navel. Starting from the 
base at your groin, pull in your stomach and close the zip up 
to your bellybutton. Hold it for 10 seconds and keep breathing, 
then relax. You are now starting to use your core.
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Keep practising zipping it up and eventually it will become 
easier and less challenging. You don’t want to pull in too tightly, 
just enough to feel those deep muscles activating. Eventually, 
your core should become the first thing you think of before any 
movement or activity. Remember, core first then move.

Neutral spine

Keeping the spine in its neutral, or happy, position will give you 
better posture and help with balance, but it will also go a long 
way to protect your back from pain. The biggest risk of damage 
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to your back comes not from exercise or activity but from sitting 
at home. As we sit, we tend to slouch our body weight into our 
lower back. To stop this, you need to find your neutral spine 
position. It takes a little getting to know your body, but when 
you work it out, it will help with limiting back pain and achieving 
a better centre of gravity.

 Find your neutral spine

Sit on a chair with your back away from the back of the chair 
and your knees bent at 90 degrees, heels under your knees.

Activate your core and sit up 
straight with relaxed shoulders, 
eyes forward and up looking at 
where the ceiling meets the wall.

Move the position of your spine in 
the lower back so you don’t feel 
your body weight in your lower 
back. You will achieve a neutral 
spine when you can’t feel your 
back. You may need to slightly arch 
your back or flatten it depending on 
what habits have crept in over the 
years. When you are happy that you 
have achieved a position that feels 
comfortable, with no detectable 
pressure in your lower back, hold 
it for up to 1 minute, keeping your 
core activated and remembering 
to breathe.
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Practise this until it becomes second nature and easy to achieve. 
Then, try to apply it to everything you do, most importantly sitting 
at home.

Tip: When sitting at home, put a rolled-up hand towel or cushion 
into the small of your back to help keep your spine neutral.

Centre of gravity control

Base of support

Your base of support (BOS) is the area beneath you that includes 
every point of contact with the supporting surface. These points 
of contact may be through body parts such as feet or hands, or 
things like crutches or the chair you are sitting on.

When standing, your foot position determines your BOS.

A wide foot position provides a large and stable BOS, while a 
narrow or single-foot position creates a small and more unstable 
BOS.

Manipulating your BOS is a simple way to change the balance 
demand of your body. A basic progression from larger to smaller 
BOS is as follows:

	▸ Wide
	▸ Shoulder width
	▸ Feet together (side by side)
	▸ Semi-tandem
	▸ Tandem
	▸ Single leg
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Start with the seated exercises, then when you feel ready to 
challenge yourself, move on to the standing exercises to help 
you move your feet from a wider stance into a narrower stance.

For these next exercises we are going to work seated in a chair.

 Weight shifting to improve postural control

Place your feet slightly wider than shoulder width apart. Put 
equal pressure onto both feet.

Find your neutral spine position and activate your core. With 
your arms crossed against your chest, lean forward until you 
feel your weight shift into your stomach, with your buttocks lifting 
slightly. Hold for up to 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times.

When you are happy with this and you feel your core is in control 
of your body, move on to side leans.
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 Side leans

To do this, like before, sit in the chair and place your feet slightly 
wider than shoulder width apart. Put equal pressure onto both 
feet. Lean to the side and feel your centre of gravity moving 
away from the centre of your body, out to the side. You will feel 
yourself controlling this to stop you from falling off the chair. 
If you lean too far you can place your foot out, widening your 
stance for more control. This makes your BOS wider, giving you 
greater stability.

Lean to the side for a few seconds, then come back to centre 
and lean to the other side. To progress this exercise and make 
it more difficult, place your hands in the cactus position – with 
your arms up, elbows at shoulder height at 90 degrees and hands 
above elbows. Or harder still, place your hands on your head.
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 Narrowing your BOS while standing

Start with a wide foot position, standing still with your core 
activated and a neutral spine. When you feel confident and safe 
to do so, move your feet into a narrower shoulder-width stance. 
Again, when that feels comfortable, move into a feet together 
stance. Continue narrowing your BOS until you are able to stand 
on one leg for 10 seconds. Work within your comfort zone, and 
don’t move on to the next position until you are confident and 
feel safe to do so.

Postural strategies

There are three important postural strategies you can use to 
improve balance. These are the ankle, hip and step strategies. 
They are important to help prevent falls.

Even when you are standing still, your body is still moving. Try 
it. Stand tall with your core on and hands by your sides. Stand 
there and breathe for 20 seconds. You will notice that, even if 
you stand as still as possible, there will be some movement in 
your body. You can’t stand perfectly still! You will sway back 
and forth a little, and this is part of your ankle strategy. Your 
body can handle a certain amount of movement before you tip 
too far forward and need to move your hips or take a step to 
maintain your balance. The ankle strategy is the first to use to 
maintain balance.

The hip strategy is the next one to use. If you lean too far forward, 
to stop yourself from falling, you will bend at the hip. If the ankle 
and hip strategies do not work to maintain balance, you will then 
take a step, using the step strategy.
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The next exercises will teach you how to use these strategies 
appropriately, which will improve balance and make you less 
likely to fall.

Ankle strategy

Stand tall, feet hip distance apart 
with arms by your sides. Lock 
the rest of your body, keeping 
it tight so the only movement 
is in your ankles. Gently sway 
back and forth, controlling your 
body through your ankles. Stay 
upright, and work gently in your 
comfort zone. If you sway too far 
you will either bend from the hip 
or take a step, using your hip 
and step strategies, which is 
not what you want for this ankle 
exercise. Just sway gently using 
your ankles, keeping control.

Feel what is happening in your feet. As you lean back you will 
feel your bodyweight shift onto your heels with your toes slightly 
lifting. As soon as you feel this, you know you have gone far 
enough. When you lean forwards, you will feel your weight in 
your toes with your heels starting to lift. Again, this is when you 
stop because you have gone as far as you need to go.

Practise until you are happy with the movement and control 
coming from your ankles. As your confidence improves, so will 
the speed in which you do the exercise. When this happens, 
move onto the hip strategy.
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Hip strategy

The hip strategy takes over from the ankle strategy when 
maintaining balance at the next level of movement. The further 
you lean, the more your centre of gravity moves away from the 
centre of your body, making balance more challenging.

Start with reaching out and 
grabbing. Imagine you are 
picking an apple from a tree. 
Stand tall with your core on, 
feet shoulder distance apart. 
(You can challenge your 
BOS later, but for now keep it 
simple.) Start with an apple at 
chest height: lean forward and 
with one arm reach out, pick 
the apple and bring your arm 
back to a standing tall position. 
Repeat with the other arm.

Get used to this motion then 
try reaching at head height, 
waist height and knee height. 
Practise using your left and 
right arms alternately to 
improve your coordination.

As you feel improvement in your core control and balance with 
this exercise, try reaching further. Challenge yourself until you 
are at the limits of your reach before you feel you need to take 
a step. Then move on to the step strategy.
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Step strategy

The natural thing to do when falling is to reach out with your 
arms, but what happens if there is nothing to hold onto to stop 
your fall? The step strategy will help by teaching you to take a 
big powerful step, making you much less likely to fall.

Begin by practising taking a step forwards. Start by standing 
still, feet shoulder distance apart. Now, take a big step forward 
(work within your comfort range, increasing your step as your 
confidence grows). Hold the position for a few seconds and 
then step back to your start position.

In the real world if you 
fall, you won’t have time 
to think about where and 
how to step, so you need 
to make this reactive. To 
do this, go back to the 
ankle strategy, leaning 
back and forth using 
your ankles. When you 
feel ready, lean forwards 
to your limit, so you have 
to take a step forward to 
stop a fall. Practise this 
until it becomes second 
nature so that the next 
time you begin to fall, you 
will naturally take a step 
to stop it.
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Multisensory balance

There are three systems in the multisensory component of 
balance. These are:

	▸ Visual
	▸ Somatosensory
	▸ Vestibular

The visual system is what our eyes are seeing and how 
they process and interpret the information around us. The 
somatosensory system is how our body feels things, especially 
the feet. The vestibular system is part of the inner ear. 

All these systems play a major role for balance and are often 
overlooked. Let’s look at how we can improve them.

Visual system

The visual system lets us know where we are and helps us track 
objects and anticipate when we need to use our core and other 
muscles to maintain balance. We rely on the visual system heavily, 
and sometimes this happens too much. We also tend not to use 
our visual system appropriately, increasing our risk of falling.

For example, if you stand on one leg and look around, your 
balance may be challenged. Instead, fix your gaze on an object 
in front of you and try again. This is using your visual system 
appropriately and it helps your balance by giving you a spatial 
reference for the rest of your body.
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To train your visual system, 
try tracking an object. For 
this exercise, use a pen. 
Seated in a chair, hold 
the pen with your arm out 
straight and move it around 
in front of you in all different 
directions. Keep your head 
still and just use your eyes 
to follow the pen as it moves.

Next, move the pen and let 
both your head and your 
eyes follow it.

Finally, move the pen while 
keeping your eyes tracking 
it, but turn your head in the 
opposite direction to the pen 
and your eyes. 

Practise doing each exercise for about 10 seconds. In doing 
this, you are teaching your body to use vision appropriately.

Somatosensory system

The somatosensory system lets us know about objects in 
our external environment through touch and the position and 
movement of our body using our muscles. It can decline with 
age and contribute to postural instability.
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To train your somatosensory system you can remove or dampen 
visual input by turning down the lights, wearing sunglasses or 
closing your eyes. If you sit on a hard surface this will maximise 
somatosensory input as you will feel it more. Performing standing 
exercises in socks or bare feet will enhance somatosensory 
input even further, helping to improve your balance.

Vestibular system

The vestibular system is the part of the inner ear involved with 
balance. There is a delicate relationship between the visual 
and vestibular systems. If the two systems are not working 
properly together it can cause balance issues as well as blurred 
vision. Vestibular issues can also cause dizziness, spinning, 
disorientation and falling, so it is important to keep a check on 
this system. It is best to work with a therapist when training the 
vestibular system because you may get a reaction as mentioned 
above, so you want to be careful.

A simple exercise to check your vestibular system is sitting in a 
chair and turning your head side to side 10 times, pausing in the 
middle for a second. You can also try this with your eyes closed. 
If any of this causes a bad reaction, seek professional help.

Fitness

Improving your fitness will dramatically improve your balance.

Basic fitness is a foundation for balance and fall risk reduction. 
There are many exercises to improve balance. Practise exercises 
that target strength, power, endurance and flexibility.
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Mobility domain
Mobility is how well you move, whether it be walking, running or 
getting in and out of a car or chair. All of the functional domains 
have an effect on mobility. You need strength and power to get 
out of a chair, balance to move and negotiate obstacles and 
cardiorespiratory endurance to get you where you need to go.  
Without mobility your overall function will suffer, so it is really 
important to train.

Gait

To improve mobility, you must look at gait – the manner in which 
you walk. For numerous reasons, as you age, your gait can 
change, putting a strain on your body and affecting mobility. 

Look at the way you walk (or get someone to watch and tell you). 
Are your feet an equal distance apart at the heels and toes? Are 
they hip distance apart? Do you walk heel to toe or swing side to 
side? Does one leg swing in and clip the other? Do you shuffle? 
It doesn’t take much for bad habits to creep in and change your 
gait, but by being aware of your body’s actions, you can correct 
the bad habits your body has acquired.
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 Hip mobility

Let’s start with the hip. 
You might initially want to 
hold on to something for 
support. Stand tall with 
your core on and a neutral 
spine. Place your feet hip 
distance apart. Don’t look 
down at your feet. Use your 
visual system appropriately 
and stare at a target in 
front of you. Gently raise 
your knee to hip height 
and back down. Repeat 5 
times on each side.

Next, raise your knee and 
extend the leg, straightening 
it in front of you, then bring 
your foot back to the start 
position. Repeat 5 times on 
each side. 

When you are happy with that, raise your knee, extend the leg 
and go into a full step, again bringing your foot back to the 
start position on completion of the movement. Repeat 5 times 
on each side.

 Walking heel to toe

The next movement pattern is trying to walk heel to toe. Slow 
this one down. It may feel wooden and a little robotic as you are 
retraining your body to walk correctly.
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Start by standing tall, core on, feet hip distance apart. Step 
forwards in slow motion and strike the ground with your heel, 
roll through to the toes and push off from the toes as you raise 
the other leg. Keep repeating this process until you have taken 
4 or 5 steps. After a few attempts it should become much more 
natural and less challenging. The aim is to move away from short 
shuffle steps into long steps, swinging your arms as you walk.

 Marching on the spot

To practise some more, march on the spot, keeping your feet hip 
distance apart. Don’t rush. Take it slowly so you are controlling 
your muscles. 

Try to march with your feet hip 
distance apart and knees at hip 
height, slowly and controlled, 
for 10 seconds. Increase to 30 
seconds as your confidence 
grows.

An exaggerated arm swing will 
give you better movement of the 
hips, knees and legs in general. 
Drive the right arm forwards 
and left arm backwards during 
a high-knee marching pattern 
with the left leg lif ted; left 
arm forwards and right arm 
backwards when you lift the right 
knee. This adds a coordination 
challenge and gets the body 
working together. It also gets 
those core muscles working.
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Obstacle negotiation

You will also need to think about the movement needed to step 
over or onto objects, such as climbing stairs or stepping up 
onto a kerb.

 Stepping over the dog

To improve your obstacle negotiation, imagine a dog lying on the 
floor in front of you. Taking a nice big step, step over the dog 
one foot at a time. When you have completed the movement, 
step backwards over the dog to the position you started in. As 
well as stepping forwards and backwards, also try stepping out 
to the sides. Make sure you clear the dog with both feet and the 
trailing leg lifts just as high as the leading leg.
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Remember your core! Having your core activated with a neutral 
spine is key. With correct posture everything else works better 
and your movement will flow.

Floor to stand

At some point, whether it is intended or not, you will end up on 
the floor. It is important that you don’t leave it until it’s too late 
to realise that you can’t get back up.

Getting down to and up from the floor are important mobility skills 
that you can achieve with practice. Fear can make you avoid 
getting onto the floor. The fear may come from an expectation of 
falling or an inability to get back up again. Confidence will come 
from repetition. Try not to worry too much about sore knees or 
a niggly back, because the importance of achieving these skills 
outweighs everything else.

 How to get down to the floor

	▸ Stand in front of a sturdy chair.
	▸ Place both hands on the seat or arms of the chair.
	▸ Place one leg slightly behind (preferably your weaker leg).
	▸ Use your arms to help you lower your back knee down to the 

ground into a half-kneeling position.
	▸ Use your arms to help you into a full kneeling position.
	▸ Place one hand on the floor at a time to get onto all fours.
	▸ Lower onto your forearms and elbows one arm at a time.
	▸ Move one leg back and lower onto your shoulder on the 

same side, using your top hand on the floor to help lower 
your upper body.

	▸ Extend your other leg and roll onto your back.
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 How to get up from the floor

	▸ Roll onto your side with your bottom leg extended and top 
leg bent.

	▸ Roll onto your elbow and forearm by using your top hand on 
the floor to push you up into position; your top knee should 
be on the ground.

	▸ Draw your extended leg up so that you are on both knees 
while you press your upper body up to get onto both hands 
(all fours).

	▸ Crawl to get close to the chair so you can place one hand at 
a time on the seat or arms.

	▸ Position your body so you are facing the chair.
	▸ Use your arms to help you get into a half-kneeling position.
	▸ Use your arms and legs to get into a standing position with 

your hands still on the chair.
	▸ Fully stand up.

Agility

Agility training is a higher level of gait and mobility training 
because it requires rapid and accurate foot movements. A great 
movement pattern to improve agility is the box step.

 Box step

	▸ Stand tall, with your feet hip distance apart. Use some support 
the first time you do this until your confidence has grown and 
you feel secure without holding on.

	▸ Starting with your right foot, take a step forward, making sure 
to hit the floor with your heel first, followed by your toes.

	▸ Then bring your left foot forward level with the right, keeping 
them hip distance apart.
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	▸ Next, step your right foot back to the start position, landing 
on your toes first and then the heel.

	▸ Keeping your feet hip distance apart, step your left leg back 
to its start position.

	▸ This is a box step: think right, left, right left and forward, 
forward, back, back.

	▸ Repeat this sequence 10 times then do it again but starting 
with your left foot.

When you are happy with the box step, do the same but add in 
some arm swings.

	▸ Keep your elbows at a 90-degree angle so your arms do not 
straighten and swing your arms from the shoulder.
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Cognitive/emotional domain
A healthy body will help towards a healthy mind and vice versa. 
One of the best ways to exercise your mind and help reduce the 
risk of dementia and cognitive decline is to learn a skill.

There are two types of skill, open and closed. Closed skills are a 
single, fixed, predictable task performed in static environments, 
such as walking on a treadmill. Open skills are performed 
in dynamic and changing environments, such as functional 
exercises and activities such as dance, sports and martial arts. 
Open skills tend to be more challenging and more difficult to 
learn so are better at improving cognitive functions. However, 
both open and closed skills are beneficial to the brain.

Skilful activities will give you novel experiences, stimulate 
your cognitive demand (the mental state you experience when 
engaging deeply in a task unaware of time passing), improve 
your mood and give you social interaction.

It is well documented that loneliness can have a negative effect 
on your health and longevity. It can increase stress and lead 
to depression, anxiety and low self-esteem, to name just a few 
negative effects. Taking part in group activities, be it dancing, 
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learning a language or even attending a coffee morning, can 
really have positive benefits for your overall health and cognitive 
function.

The latest research suggests that one of the best things you 
can do to improve your health in all of the functional domains 
is tai chi. If I had to recommend just one thing it would be this. 
It is gentle on the joints and is accessible even for people with 
very deconditioned bodies. It is proven to reduce stress and 
anxiety, improve sleep quality and is excellent for brain health 
as well. It can also reduce the risk of falling.

When learning a new skill, pick something that will challenge 
you but that you enjoy. If you enjoy it, you are far more likely to 
carry on with it and reap the benefits for your brain health. It 
should also work your memory, hold your attention and really get 
you thinking, planning and organising. All will help maintain your 
cognitive health. It doesn’t matter if it’s table tennis or knitting. 
It’s all about the interaction with others and having some fun.
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Neuromuscular domain

Diaphragmatic breathing

Diaphragmatic or belly breathing is a useful technique to add 
to your repertoire. It will strengthen your diaphragm, help you 
relax by lowering stress levels (it can lower cortisol, the stress 
hormone), lower your heart rate, help lower blood pressure and 
help with back pain. 

It will also:

	▸ Strengthen the diaphragm
	▸ Decrease the work of breathing by slowing your breathing rate
	▸ Decrease oxygen demand
	▸ Use less effort and energy to breathe

Belly breathing is great for when you have had ‘one of those 
days’ and just need a few minutes to yourself to unwind. The 
technique is simple and straightforward to master. You can do 
it sitting or lying down.
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 Belly breathing

▸ Lie on the fl oor or sit in a comfortable upright chair, knees 
bent and with a neutral spine.

▸ Place one hand on your chest and the other on your stomach.
▸ Breathe in through your nose, letting your belly expand up 

and out. Try to limit any movement in your chest and focus it 
into your stomach. Use your hands to feel the movement in 
both your chest and stomach.

▸ Breathe out through your mouth, pulling your belly back in. I 
always breathe in and out to the count of 3 as that suits me, 
but you may feel happier with a 2 or 4 count. Repeat for a 
few minutes.
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Reaction time

Reaction time slows with ageing, mainly due to the gradual loss 
of neurons. It is important to work on reaction time to reduce your 
chance of falls and injury. The best way of improving reaction 
time is to practise reaction drills. These require you to respond 
as quickly as possible to a stimulus such as a visual or verbal 
cue with a physical movement. An example of a reaction drill is 
bouncing a tennis ball on the floor or wall, then quickly grabbing 
it and dropping it in a bucket. Anything that gets your brain and 
body working quickly will do.

Fine motor skills

You may experience a change in your dexterity as you age. This 
could be a neurological issue, arthritis, muscular imbalance or 
weakness. This can make it more difficult to manipulate objects 
using your hands. Such a small loss can lead to a big impact 
on independence, so it’s definitely a good idea to work on fine 
motor skill tasks.

Examples of fine motor skill tasks to practise are:

	▸ Using scissors
	▸ Putting toy blocks together and taking them apart
	▸ Getting dressed with belts, buttons and zips
	▸ Opening and closing latches
	▸ Doing jigsaws or other physical puzzles
	▸ Picking up small objects with your fingers

Puzzles are a great way to improve your dexterity and they also 
work the brain in the cognitive/emotional domain.
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Musculoskeletal domain
In the musculoskeletal domain you can train for strength, power 
and mobility. Each of these contribute to functional ability. Your 
muscles need to be challenged in order to grow, just as the 
muscles of younger adults do. Getting out of a chair, climbing 
stairs, getting up from the floor and carrying heavy objects are 
all tasks that depend on muscle strength. You need to be strong 
enough to perform the functional activities that are important 
to you. The good news is that research has suggested that 
older adults need more than the typical 48-hour rest period in 
between strength training sessions for any given muscle group. 
This means that training two days a week may be more effective 
than training three days a week for some individuals.

The most beneficial strength training for older adults is multi-
joint exercises, working different parts of your body at the same 
time. Try to think of movements you do every day and turn them 
into exercises. For example, getting out of a chair is something 
we all do every day, numerous times. Doing it as an exercise 
will work your core, improve your posture and strengthen your 
legs, back and bum.
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Strength

 Standing up from a chair

Start by sitting on the chair, a few centimetres away from the 
back – just enough so that your back is not touching the chair.

	▸ Activate your core and make sure your spine is neutral. Place 
your arms down by your sides. Keep your eyes facing forward, 
fixed on something in front of you.

	▸ With your feet hip distance apart and toes very slightly facing 
out, stand up from the chair slowly and feel your thighs and 
bottom muscles working. You should also feel your stomach 
muscles tighten. You should not feel anything in your back.

	▸ As you stand, try not to lock your knees, keeping them soft. 
Stand tall for a moment, feeling your body weight is evenly 
distributed down each thigh and into your feet.

	▸ Take in a breath and, as you exhale, lower yourself back into 
the chair by pushing your bottom back while keeping your 
spine neutral and your core activated.

Make sure your eyes stay looking forward and you don’t look 
down. Also, be aware of what your knees are doing. It’s absolutely 
normal for your body to try to cheat. This usually happens with 
your knees moving towards each other. It’s a normal habit in 
which your mind is telling your body that you are better off doing 
so. Be aware of this and keep your knees equal distance apart 
throughout the entire exercise. Make sure that your knees don’t 
travel forward past your toes.

By keeping your knees just over your ankles and pushing your 
bottom back you will really engage your quads and gluteus 
muscles, keeping unwanted pressure out of your knees and 
lower back.
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Think how many times a day you stand up from a chair. If you 
practise this technique each time, you are turning a daily activity 
into a functional exercise.

 Cushion deadlifts

This movement works by using a hip hinge, a fundamental 
movement pattern that will improve mobility. The hip hinge is 
exactly what it sounds like: hinging at the hips.

The movement comes from your hips, not your knees. It’s like 
a horizontal thrust.

When you hip hinge, you keep a neutral spine while loading the 
hips and the muscles along the bottom. Imagine bending from 
the hips and using your bottom to close an open drawer.
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	▸ Use a cushion for this exercise. Start by placing the cushion 
so it is in an upright standing position just in front of your 
toes. Your feet should be spaced hip distance apart with your 
arms staying straight.

	▸ Tense your abdominal muscles and maintain a neutral spine 
– from start to finish.

	▸ Bend at the knees and hips, sliding your hands down your 
thighs, and take hold of the cushion.

	▸ Keeping your head up and back straight, tighten your shoulder 
blades. Straighten your legs slightly and lift the cushion by 
bringing your hips forward, keeping it close to your legs.

	▸ Engage your glutes at the top of the move, but don’t thrust 
so hard that you bend your back.

	▸ Lower the cushion slowly back down to the original position.
	▸ Repeat the sequence 5 times.

Power

It is now thought that developing power is more important for 
older adults than developing strength. Muscle power declines 
earlier and faster than muscle strength with advancing age, and 
it is more important than muscle strength for performing many 
functional tasks such as stair-climbing and rising from a chair.

 Cushion slams

Cushion slams are an effective way of increasing power. 

	▸ In a standing position, feet hip distance apart, raise a cushion 
with both arms behind your head and then slam it onto the 
floor in front of your feet with all your might. 

	▸ Bend down slowly to pick it up and, when ready, do it again. 
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This exercise will also work the cardiovascular system, so take 
time in between slams. Remember to pick the cushion up slowly 
as too rapid movement up and down may make you a little dizzy. 

Aim to do up to 8 continuous slams.
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Joint mobility

 Ankle dorsiflexion

Lack of ankle mobility can significantly impact your walking, 
standing, sitting and gait and can increase your risk of falls. 
Limited dorsiflexion can be due to calf muscle tightness or 
stiff ankle joints, or a combination of the two. To improve ankle 
dorsiflexion, start by moving your foot.

	▸ In a seated position with your leg straight, point your toes 
away from you (plantarflex), holding for a second, then point 
your toes towards you (dorsiflex) and hold.

	▸ Repeat 10 times on each foot.

As your toes travel towards you, your calf muscles (in the back 
of your leg between your ankle and knee) will tighten. How much 
your foot moves depends on the amount of tension stored in 
your calf. The looser your calf, the more movement you will have 
in your foot.
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	▸ Next rotate your foot at the ankle 10 times in one direction 
and then 10 times in the other.

	▸ Was that a nice smooth action with no restriction and full 
range, or was it sore, clicky or staggering with hesitation?

Hesitation lets you know that there is tension in the muscles. 
If your muscles are absolutely fine then there won’t be any 
hesitation. Imbalance, weakness and tension cause hesitation 
by putting stress on the way the muscles move. Your muscles 
end up fighting against what should be a natural action, causing 
hesitation and eventually limited mobility.

 Calf stretch

To ease tension in the calves, try a calf stretch.

	▸ Using the wall or something else suitably solid for support, 
place both palms onto the wall and stand with your feet hip 
distance apart.

	▸ Take a step back with 
one leg, as far as it 
can go with your heel 
pressed firmly into the 
floor.

	▸ Lean forward into the 
thigh of your other leg. 
Make sure both feet are 
facing straight forward 
and keep your back heel 
glued to the floor.

	▸ Hold the stretch for 20 
seconds. Repeat with 
the other leg.
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Thoracic spine mobility

A lack of mobility in the thoracic spine can lead to poor posture, 
decreased shoulder mobility and a general decrease in upper-
body function. The most common postural issue is kyphosis, an 
exaggerated forward rounding of the upper back.

Try the next exercises on the floor or a bed to further improve 
your thoracic spine mobility.

 Cat/cow

	▸ Get on all fours with your hands under your shoulders and 
knees under your hips.

	▸ Keep your knees hip width apart and your elbows straight.
	▸ Using your tummy muscles, breathe in and arch your back 

like an angry cat.
	▸ Breathe out, relax your tummy and stick your bottom out to 

hollow your back like a happy cat (or a stretching cow).
	▸ Repeat the sequence 10 times.
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 Child pose

	▸ From a crawling position, keep your hands on the floor and 
sit your bottom back onto your heels.

	▸ Stretch your hands forwards, keeping your bottom down, and 
feel the stretch in your lower back.

	▸ Stretch your right arm further and then your left arm.
	▸ Hold for 30 seconds.

 Knee rolls

	▸ Lie on your back with your knees bent and feet flat on the floor.
	▸ Gently let your knees fall down together to one side. Don’t 

force the movement, but carefully let them fall.
	▸ Hold for a few seconds and then return your knees to the 

centre, the start position.
	▸ Now repeat this on the other side and keep going until you 

have done it 5 times on each side.
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 Door hinge

	▸ Lie on your side with your knees bent and your head on a 
pillow for support. Place your arms straight out in front of 
you, palms together.

	▸ Now, with your legs pressed together and fixed on the floor, 
but allowing your top half to twist round, move your top arm 
up and over, all the way to the floor behind you (or as far as 
you can comfortably reach). As you do so, let your eyes follow 
your fingertips. Do the action slowly and with control. If you 
rush, you may pull that tight muscle that has been hiding.

	▸ As soon as the back of your hand hits the floor (or reaches 
your comfort point), take a breath and bring your arm back 
to the starting position.

	▸ Do this 10 times on each side.
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Cardiovascular domain
Exercise has been called the magic pill. By engaging in regular 
aerobic exercise you can decrease your risk of chronic diseases 
and manage current health conditions better.

I don’t want to talk too much about the benefits of exercise in 
this book as there are plenty of other books and websites to 
help you with this. My book An Even Better You in Later Life and 
my website www.molyfit.co.uk are good places to start!

The fitter you are, the more you will be able to do. Increased 
fitness, or improving your cardiovascular domain, will give you 
more energy, improve sleep, reduce stress and reduce your risk 
of disease and detrimental health conditions.

One of the best things you can do is go on a daily walk. Walking 
can help combat all of the underlying health conditions that affect 
us as we age. Walking daily has many benefits:

	▸ Strengthens your heart
	▸ Burns calories
	▸ Lowers blood sugar levels
	▸ Eases joint pain
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	▸ Increases circulation (and so boosts energy)
	▸ Boosts your immune system
	▸ Improves your mood by reducing anxiety and negativity
	▸ Strengthens and tones your muscles
	▸ Airs out your soul and clears your head (so the little grey 

cells can work properly)

You don’t have to pound the pavements for hours. Just 10 
minutes a day is better than no minutes a day. The exercise 
guidelines for people over 65 are to do at least 150 minutes of 
moderate-intensity activity a week, or 75 minutes of vigorous-
intensity activity if you are already active, or a combination of 
both. So, 10 minutes walking every day equates to 70 minutes 
of your weekly quota.

The average walking speed is 3 miles an hour, but it doesn’t 
really matter what speed you walk at. To benefit your health and 
improve your fitness you want to walk at a speed where you would 
find it difficult to hold a conversation. If you are struggling to 
breathe and can’t speak at all you are going too fast. If you can 
talk without interruption you are going too slow. Remember to 
keep your core activated, swing your arms and walk heel to toe.
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A little every day
I hope you have enjoyed this book and it has given you a better 
insight into improving the functioning of your body. There is a 
saying used in the fitness, health and wellness industry that ‘if 
you don’t use it, you lose it’. With that in mind, consistency is key. 

It is far better for you to practise a little movement or exercise 
for a few minutes a day rather than an hour once a week.

Keep up the good work, and I wish you good health and 
happiness.

John
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Also by the author
A Better You in Later Life
An exercise guide book designed specifically 
for the over 50s. If you want to stay as active as 
you can be then exercise is the key. A Better You 
in Later Life is a step-by-step guide to help you 
recover your strength, balance and mobility.

ISBN 978-1-9161271-0-4 (print), 978-1-9161271-1-1 (ebook) 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Better-You-Later-Life/dp/191612710X

An Even Better You in Later Life
An 8-week course that gives older adults an 
easy-to-follow way to partake in daily exercise to 
improve fitness, health and wellbeing, and to help 
prevent the common diseases we face in later life.

ISBN 978-1-9161271-2-8 (print), 978-1-9161271-3-5 (ebook) 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1916127126

Who Says Age Should Slow You Down?
A 20-week course using simple techniques and 
easy-to-follow illustrations to make you more mindful 
of your body’s physical habits whilst improving 
your strength. If you use a stick, frame or walker, 
or just struggle on your feet, this course will get 
you walking with confidence again.

ISBN 978-1-9161271-4-2 (print), 978-1-9161271-5-9 (ebook) 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1916127142


