Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer for Wales

CMO16: Making New Year’s Resolutions 

New Year is an ideal time to make some positive changes to your lifestyle.  Losing weight, getting fitter, giving up smoking and learning a new skill or hobby are all popular resolutions, but changing the comfortable habits of a lifetime can be difficult. 

 Wanting to change is the first positive step; but you need to be very clear about what you want to achieve and set realistic goals if you want to succeed.  

Getting in shape

‘Dieting’ should be about healthy eating rather than simply losing pounds and inches.  Don’t be tempted by quick-fix diets; aim instead for a small but steady weight loss until you reach your target weight.  Eat reasonable portions which include plenty of starchy foods and fruit and vegetables; moderate amounts of meat, fish or pulses; and a small amount of dairy foods.  It’s important to allow yourself the occasional treat, but limit the amount of sugary or fatty foods you eat. Remember to drink plenty of water - it will not only keep you hydrated but will help to fill you up too. 

Being more active

We can always find reasons to avoid physical activity – too old, too overweight or too busy – but doing 30 minutes’ physical activity five times a week will soon increase general fitness, strength, suppleness and energy.  The key is to incorporate it into your everyday routines: walk to the shops instead of taking the car; take the stairs instead of the lift; get off the bus a few stops before your destination. If you join a fitness class, consider asking a friend to join you – it’s much harder to miss a session when you know you’ll let someone else down.  Begin slowly and gradually build up the amount and frequency over several weeks.  These small changes can add up to a big difference over a year. 
Learning something new

As well as exercising your body it’s important to stretch your brain too.  Many older people feel isolated during the winter months but taking up a new hobby or learning a new skill is a good way to socialise.  Try the Open University, Learn Direct, local college or community centre for ideas.  

Stopping smoking

Smokers are particularly at risk of conditions such as heart disease, pneumonia and bronchitis, but more so during winter. Giving up now will help to protect your health almost immediately: blood pressure goes down within 20 minutes; breathing improves after three days and the risk of a heart attack is halved within a year. Withdrawal symptoms are very intense for the first few days but will fade gradually over three  to four  weeks. You are much more likely to quit if you have support, so call the Smokers Helpline Wales free on 0800 169 0 169 for advice.

Whatever your resolutions, you are more likely to succeed if you are realistic; set yourself small goals and don’t expect results overnight. Keeping up the good work is often the hardest thing to do but writing a diary can help you to see what you have achieved. And if you find yourself slipping back into old habits, simply start again the next day.

The Health Challenge Wales Action Pack has lots of down-to-earth advice on making the small changes that can make a big difference to your health. It’s free and you can get a copy by calling 0845 606 4050.
Frequently asked questions

Q: What’s the best way to get your 5 a day?

A: Eating the recommended five portions of fruit and vegetables every day is important for maintaining good health. Try to incorporate them into every meal time, for example, having fruit juice or adding fresh or dried fruit to your cereal for your breakfast; or having some sticks of celery or carrots for a snack.  Vegetables can be boiled, stir fried, steamed or roasted.  Add a variety to stews or casseroles; liquidise for soups or eat them raw with salads. Fresh, tinned, dried or stewed, fruits make ideal desserts. 
Q: Why do people put on weight when they give up smoking?

A: About a third of people who give up smoking gain weight.  This is because nicotine increases the metabolism and suppresses the appetite.  When you stop smoking, your appetite and sense of taste return, which means you enjoy food more. Some people eat when they get cravings for a cigarette but going for a walk or reading a magazine can be equally effective at distracting attention.  You can also avoid putting on weight by being more physically active.  

Q: What is the best way to reduce stress?

A: Worry, anxiety and stress can have a negative effect on your health, but your physical well being can also affect your ability to handle stress.  Exercising, eating a healthy diet, getting regular sleep and not smoking are some of the best ways to help you deal with everyday worries.  It also helps to get as much sunshine as possible, especially in the dark winter months, so get outdoors whenever the weather allows.  Having fun is also important – listening to music; chatting with friends or doing a silly dance – as laughter really can be a tonic.

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.

