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Walking Speed Correlates to Longevity of Life 

There are many factors that play a role in having a long, happy life.  As the years go on, we become much more aware of 

the things that help improve our physical and mental well-being.   Much attention has been devoted to eating right, getting 

adequate rest and exercising regularly.  We measure our success by yearly blood work, assessing body mass index and 

routinely checking 4 of the 6 vital signs: temperature, blood pressure, pulse and respirations.  The 5th vital sign is pain 

which gives us a general snapshot of our current health.  So what is the 6
th

 vital sign?  It may vary among disciplines, 

however, many professionals agree that the 6
th

 vital sign is walking (gait) speed.  How fast you walk is a reflection of your 

strength, balance, endurance and flexibility.  While many of us admittedly slow down as we get older, which is normal, 

there are age and gender related walking speed norms that have been identified as a measure of good health. 

A study published in 2011 in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) by Dr. Studenski et al analyzed over 

34,000 community-dwelling adults aged 65 years or older and followed them for 6 to 21 years.  The average age of 

participants was 73.5 years old, roughly 60% women and 40% men.  They looked at survival rates and life expectancy and 

analyzed whether the speed at which one walks was a reliable way to measure longevity.  They found that gait speed was 

associated with survival in older adults.  In a nutshell, those that walked faster lived longer.  The breakdown for age 75 is as 

follows: 

                                       Percentage of Men, 75 years old, that lived another 10 years from each group: 

SLOW WALKERS FAST WALKERS 

19% 87% 

                            (19% of slow walkers lived another 10 years while 87% of fast walkers lived another 10 years) 

                                       Percentage of Women, 75 years old, that lived another 10 years from each group: 

SLOW WALKERS FAST WALKERS 

35% 91% 

                           (35% of slow walkers lived another 10 years while 91% of fast walkers lived another 10 years) 

They found that the usual or preferred walking speed for people 65 years and older varied, but in general those that only 

traveled 1.3 feet per second while walking at their preferred pace had the highest death risk while those that walked 4.6 

feet per second or greater had the lowest death risk.  The full chart for ages 65 - 95 can be found on our website, 

wwww.WesternCarolinaPT.com. Don’t have internet access?  No problem.  Simply stop by the clinic and we will be more 

than happy to give you a written copy.   

Does this mean you should start speed walking everywhere you go? Not exactly!  Trying to walk faster when you are not 

physically capable is a very bad idea.  There are a variety of reasons why walking speed slows that can be determined with a 

thorough physical therapy assessment.  Successful treatment is then customized for each person.  One program does NOT 

fit all! To improve walking speed, it is important to have adequate strength, flexibility and endurance which are commonly 

addressed items.  Items often overlooked but crucial for improving walking speed are confidence, reaction time and 

vestibular (inner ear) function.  Better balance and learning how to fall without sustaining an injury improves confidence 

and reduces the fear of falling.  If you or someone you know is concerned about their walking, give us a call today. 
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