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When you walk, your leg muscles require more oxygen
from the blood than when sitting or standing. The arter-
ies of someone with PAD, narrowed by plaque build-up
from cholesterol and other substances, prevent the
delivery of this additional oxygen. The most common
symptom of PAD is pain or discomfort in the legs, which
can be cramping, aching, or fatigue while walking. The
medical term for this is claudication. Most often, the pain
is in the calves but it can also be in the thighs or but-
tocks. Claudication can be reduced by following a
program of regular walking, which allows the leg mus-
cles to use oxygen more efficiently and thereby reduces
the symptoms. In spite of what you would think, even
though it hurts somewhat, especially at first, if you walk
regularly, following the guidelines discussed below, you
will eventually be able to walk farther with less pain.

H

HY IS WALKING IMPORTANT?

Regular walking to the point of developing moderate
pain, then resting briefly, and repeating this process, will
improve your ability to walk more than any other known
exercise and most other medical and surgical treatments.
If you have PAD, a structured walking program can make
a big difference, enabling you to double or triple the dis-
tance you can walk before developing symptoms or before
having to stop. Not only is walking one of the best exer-
cises, it is also the simplest and least expensive. Walking
can be done at any age and requires no special talent or
equipment except good walking shoes. Walking is social
too! You can walk with family or friends. In addition,
walking is very self-rewarding because the benefits at-
tained are based on something that you do for yourself to
improve your health. Walking, and the other changes you
may need to make like quitting smoking or following a
healthy diet puts you back in control of your health.  A
walking program is key to successfully treating PAD.
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OW DOES PAD AFFECT WALKING ABILITY?
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There are two types of walking
programs: a supervised program and

a home-based program. Supervised
walking programs are often found
in a cardiac rehabilitation or clinical
exercise center, medical fitness
center, hospital, or vascular surgery

practice, and are generally available
at a modest fee, and in some cases, may

be covered by insurance plans. Usually
these programs last three to six months and include
three or more walking sessions per week on a treadmill or
track with supervision by exercise, nursing, and medical
specialists. Research findings from these programs show
improved walking ability in almost all patients. Supervised
programs follow an exercise prescription that establishes
the right pace and technique for you, based on your health
condition. Plus you can be monitored in a safe setting,
which is important if other health problems exist, such as
diabetes or heart disease. The program will report your
progress on a regular basis to you and your health care
provider. A regular walking program not only improves
walking ability but also is likely to produce benefits that
reduce the risk for heart disease and stroke. Among these
benefits are lower blood pressure, lower cholesterol, and
weight loss (in conjunction with diet).

The Vascular Disease Foundation (VDF) encourages par-
ticipation in supervised walking programs for people with
PAD to reduce symptoms of claudication and the risk for
heart attack and stroke. However, many people with PAD
do not have access to supervised programs. This informa-
tional guide will help you
start your own walking pro-
gram or continue on your
own after starting with a
supervised program. If you
keep it up, you will soon be
walking farther, with less
pain. Now that’s something
to get excited about!

HAT TYPE OF WALKING PROGRAM IS
BEST FOR PAD?

W



ETTING STARTED.

Before starting your own walking program, discuss your
plans with your health care provider to make sure there
are no medical conditions or physical limitations that
would prevent you from safely walking. Considerations
include heart or other medical conditions, or limitations
due to medications, arthritis, balance, posture, and loss of
sensation in your feet. In some cases, you may be asked to
take an exercise test on a treadmill to evaluate your initial
walking ability and to ensure that your heart does not have
major blockages. Your health care provider may have spe-
cific instructions on how hard to exercise, as well as how
long and how many times per week. Alternatively, if you
cannot attend a supervised program on a regular basis,
consider a few visits for
instruction before you
start your home program.
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ROPER EQUIPMENT – SHOES!

A good pair of shoes is one key to success. It is very im-
portant to wear shoes that fit comfortably – neither too
tight or too loose. Do not wear shoes that are too worn.
Always wear socks or stockings to prevent blisters, espe-
cially if you have diabetes. You should inspect your feet
daily, and especially after walking to be sure that a blister or
sore has not developed.

P

ET A SCHEDULE.

It is important to walk on a regular basis to see results.
Establish a time when you can devote an hour three or
more times per week. Walking can be done at any time of
the day that is convenient for you. Treat your walking as
an appointment with yourself. If a “walk appointment”
cannot be kept, reschedule it as soon as possible. Walking
is as important as taking your medicine—that is why we
call the individualized program that is provided for you
an “exercise prescription.”
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ELECT A PLACE.

One advantage of a
home walking program is
that you can choose where
and when you walk. You
may want to walk on a
treadmill at home or at a
community facility. You
may want to walk inside at
a mall or outside on a
track, around the block, or
in a park. You may choose
to vary your place on a
daily or weekly basis. If the
weather turns bad choose
places that are safe for you
to walk.

S

ET A GOAL.

A regular walking program increases the speed, dis-
tance, and time you can walk before experiencing pain.
The benefits from exercise occur gradually, will become
noticeable over two to three months, and will continue to
increase. For some individuals, it might take up to six
months to see improvements. 

Remember that you must keep walking on a regular
basis to maintain these improvements. Hopefully, you will
find walking so helpful that it becomes a permanent part
of your life. Set reasonable goals by knowing your limits
before starting the program. How many blocks or minutes
can you now walk before you have pain? How many times
do you have to stop and rest before you get to the mailbox
or the store? Write down your limits on a progress form,
like the one on the last page of this pamphlet. Then set
goals to increase your time and distance by 10 percent or
20 percent per month. If you have completed a formal ex-
ercise program, discuss your goals with the program staff.
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STEP 1 – WARM-UP

As with any exercise, it is a good idea to warm-up before
you start. Begin with very slow and easy walking, or easy
stretching of the muscles of the thighs and the calves.
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YOUR WALKING PROGRAM – STEP BY STEP

STEP 2 – WALK

Begin walking and increase the pace until you reach a
moderate level of pain. Use the walking pain scale as a
guide to determine moderate pain—it should be equal to a

three or four on the
scale, which may feel like
a “Charlie horse,” cramp
or tightness. Unlike most
advice to stop when you
feel pain in other parts of
the body, walking until
you experience moderate
pain in the legs stimu-
lates improvement in
people with leg symp-

toms due to PAD. Try to walk at a pace that causes some
pain in three to five minutes. If you can walk longer than
that without reaching pain in your legs during your exer-
cise workout, you are probably not working hard enough.
If you cannot walk faster, try walking up a hill or increase
the incline on a treadmill. If these are not possible, try to
walk a little longer.
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WALKING PAIN SCALE
Use this five-point scale to
help you figure our your level
of pain.

          1     =   no pain
          2     =    onset of pain
          3    =   mild pain
         4     =   moderate pain
         5     =    severe pain



STEP 3 – STOP AND REST

Stop walking after you reach a pain level of three or four
and cannot walk farther. (See Walking Pain Scale.) Rest
until the pain is gone. It may take several minutes. Please
note that chest pain and/or shortness of breath with exercise
or walking should be discussed with a health care provider.
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STEP 4 – REPEAT THE WALK/STOP STEPS

After the pain is gone, repeat the walk/stop sequence
several times. The goal is to walk for a total of 50 minutes
during each session, not counting the rest breaks. At first,
you might be able to achieve only 10 to 20 minutes. Try to
build up to 50 minutes over several weeks. Soon you will
find that you can walk faster or up a steeper incline at the
same level of pain. This is a good sign of improvement. If
you find that you can walk for eight to ten minutes with-
out reaching a pain level of three or four, it is time to in-
crease your speed or distance. If you are walking outdoors,
wear the right clothing for the temperature and protect
yourself from the sun with a hat, long sleeves, and sun-
screen. Also, drink plenty of water, especially if it is hot.
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STEP 5 – FINISHING

Finish by doing some gentle leg stretches of the thigh
and calf muscles. Stretching after exercise helps to reduce
soreness of the muscles. Record your session in a log.
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ALKING WITH A TREADMILL.

If using a treadmill, walk at a speed and grade that will
produce your usual leg symptoms within three to five

minutes. If you have not used a
treadmill before, ask someone
who knows how it works to be
at your side until you get used
to it. If you do not know what
your starting level is, set the
treadmill at a flat grade (no in-
cline) and begin with a slow
speed (1.0 – 1.5 mph). If you
are still comfortable after five
minutes, increase the speed
slightly. If you cannot walk
faster, try increasing the grade
on the treadmill. It will take
some trial and error to find the

right treadmill settings that produce pain of moderate
severity (See Walking Pain Scale). Write down these tread-
mill settings and use them for your next walking session.
When the walking becomes easy and the pain is less than
moderate, increase the speed or grade on the treadmill.
Use the directions in Step 4 above to build up your exer-
cise session time and intensity.

W
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RACKING YOUR PROGRESS.

It helps to record your progress every week or two. Use
the same walking route each time you do a “progress
check” so you can compare results. Time or mark the
distance at which your pain causes you to stop and rest.
Carry the “Walking Progress Log” or a small piece of
paper and a pencil and write it down while you rest. Walk
again to where you must stop and rest. Again, write down
the time or location. Continue this throughout the exer-
cise session. Be sure to update the “Walking Progress Log”
at the end of the walking session. 

T
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PRACTICAL TIPS

1.  Ask a friend or family member to walk with
you. It will pass the time more quickly and
motivate you to continue. It will also be good
for their health!

2.  Don’t be discouraged, even if you cannot
walk far at first. Reaching your goals takes
time. Try different routes to make your walks
more interesting. Take a music/media player
so you can enjoy music or listen to a podcast
like the VDF HealthCasts (www.vdf.org)
while you walk if you are walking alone.

3.  If you miss a walking appointment, don’t
despair. Simply get back to your usual 
schedule as soon as possible. 

4.  Use the “Walking Progress Log” on page 10,
or make one of your own. Logs may also be
found on the VDF Web site at
www.vdf.org/diseaseinfo/pad/exercise
therapy.php

5.  Carry a cane with a seat so
you can always have a place
to sit and rest.

6.  Consider running shoes for
walking! Running shoes
typically are light-weight,
with flexible materials and
extra padding.

7.  Carry a stopwatch to track
your minutes walked.

8.  Remember, you deserve 
to enjoy the best health 
possible. Take the time 
to walk for your health.



Week ______      Walk #1        Walk #2         Walk #3        Walk #4

Date

Start Time

End Time

Total Time

Number of 
stops to rest

Route/
Distance 
Walked

Comments, thoughts, or problems:

Walk 1:

Walk 2:

Walk 3:

Walk 4:
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My Starting Point: I currently walk _______blocks or for

_______ minutes before I have leg pain or cramps. I currently have

to make _______ stops to rest to get to ________________(place). 

Goal: ________________________________________________

Examples: I want to walk _______(distance) in _______ (minutes)

or before I stop. I want to walk _______ blocks with no more than

_______stops.

WALKING PROGRESS LOG
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For more examples of walking logs, or to print them on your

computer, go to www.vdf.org/PAD/exercisetherapy.php

Week ______      Walk #1        Walk #2         Walk #3        Walk #4

Date

Start Time

End Time

Total Time

Number of 
stops to rest

Route/
Distance 
Walked

Comments, thoughts, or problems:

Walk 1:

Walk 2:

Walk 3:

Walk 4:



THE VASCULAR DISEASE FOUNDATION

The Vascular Disease Foundation is a non-profit, educational

organization dedicated to reducing death and disability from

vascular diseases and improving vascular health for all Ameri-

cans. We are continually developing educational information

and other resources about vascular disease for medical profes-

sionals, the public, and for those affected by common vascular

disorders. The Board of Directors of the Foundation includes

leading experts in vascular care, including physicians, nurses,

exercise specialists, researchers, and members of national vas-

cular medical societies who have been active in fighting vascular

disease for many years. The Foundation is dedicated to operat-

ing with minimal overhead expenses, choosing to apply funds to

provide information and educational materials for the public.

Toll-Free:
888-VDF-4INFO
888-833-4463

E-mail: info@vdf.org

Web site: www.VDF.org

This brochure is printed in part through an unrestricted educational grant
from Sigma Tau Research, Inc.
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Resources:

www.padcoalition.org www.aboutpad.org


