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We now know that sedentary behaviour as measured by “sitting time” is now the “New 
Smoking” and a major health issue. We have been told that to overcome some of the 
serious side effects of sitting we have to find more time to stand during our day. The 
recommendation is to stand for as long as possible when the opportunity presents itself. 
This is now being challenged.  
 
Information on space flight and long-term bed rest now being revisited has provided a new 
and possibly more manageable approach to standing.  
 
You might ask what bed rest, space and sedentary behaviour have in common. The answer 
is that they all produce similar physiological long-term effects.  
 
Astronauts returning to earth after missions all present with similar symptoms including 
muscle weakness, bone loss, fainting and calcium loss. These conditions were termed 
“Space Hangovers”.  
 
If an astronaut spends less than 30 days in space in a zero gravity environment they 
generally require significant time back on earth to recover, with 6 months of zero gravity 
potentially take up to two years of recovery time!! 
 
Even more dramatic is the astronaut who lives in zero gravity for longer than 14 months. 
This space traveller could take up to 10-20 years to recover!!   
 
Anyone volunteering to go to Mars? 
 
NASA attempted to overcome these physical problems by instituting an exercise program in 
space. Positive effects were noted from the space exercise program but they were short 
lived. The detrimental effects soon came back. This led the NASA experts to state that 
physical exercise had only a 50% success rate in maintaining muscle mass, bone health and 
cardiovascular health while in space. 
 
In an attempt to replicate space conditions NASA has spent many years conducting bed rest 
studies with subjects lying on their back with their head lower than their body (6 degrees).  



 
Dr Joan Vernakos, a senior researcher at NASA has coined the term “Gravity Deprivation 
Syndrome”, which is caused by continuous bed rest, space flight or a sedentary lifestyle.  
 
As little as 4 days of bed rest can be enough to initiate gravity deprivation syndrome.  
 
This syndrome is initially seen as a reduction in blood volume, an increase in hypostatic 
hypotension and increased loss of calcium in the urine. These changes occur quite rapidly.  
 
It is interesting to note that hospitals now insist that patients get out of bed as soon as 
possible after surgery to ensure that the side effects of bed rest are attenuated.  
 
In a study that compared walking upon rising from bed to simply standing at the end of the 
bed without any walking the results might surprise you.  
 
It was reported that standing without walking was more effective in regulating blood 
pressure and the restoration of blood pressure.  
 
One of the main reasons given for this interesting observation was that upon standing the 
heart has to pump harder to push blood from the lower body up the head without the help 
of the muscles of the leg assisting with the movement. 
 
This is in contrast to walking where the strain on the heart is reduced somewhat as the 
vessels of the leg muscles receive less stimulation as the muscles contract and assist with 
the pumping action. The more frequent sitting and standing provide a better stimulus for 
the regulation of blood pressure. 
 
In a Japanese study subjects aged between 25-55 years old were the first to show that total 
bed rest (no getting up at all) for 4 to 84 days resulted in an increase in the symptoms of 
advanced ageing.  
 
The question now becomes “does standing up more often provide a greater stimulus than 
continual standing and walking?”  
 
The answer is standing up more often is what matters, not how long we stand.  
 
When we rise from a squatting position there is a significant shift in fluids, blood volume 
and the release of hormones with large hip and leg muscles also contracting. Enzymes 
responsible for transporting fat to the muscles are also actively stimulated. 
 
The standing movement also stimulates vascular reflexes in the blood vessels that change 
their diameter ensuring an adequate blood supply to the brain. 
 
Lying on our back for long periods can also rob our brain of the blood flow that it requires to 
function normally. It is in this position that the blood vessels reflex become impaired.  
 



Dr Vernakis states that almost every nerve in our body is innervated when we stand. If we 
were stand for 32 minutes at one time our body would have one initial shock to get us 
started for the 32 minute standing bout, after which time our body would tolerate the 
movement and adjust to ensure we maintain our upright posture. 
 
If on the other hand we stood up for less than one minute x 32 times per day our body 
would read that as 32 new stimuli that it would have to contend with, causing 32 different 
significant physiological reactions. 
 
Dr Vernakis recommends standing from a sitting position every 15 minutes of our workday. 
This can be for as little as a minute or less for a total of 32 standing movements. It can be 
that simple! 
 


