Rural Promising Practice: Geriatric Walking Clinic:
Meeting Rural Veterans Where They Are

This model of care shows promise to increase rural
Veterans’ access to care and services, and is
recommended for replication at other facilities.

Medical Issue

Regular physical activity is an essential component
of healthy aging because it provides primary and
secondary prevention of chronic diseases, disabling
conditions, and chronic disease risk factors.! In
addition, adults who walk regularly experience an
increased fitness level, decreased body weight,
lower percentage of body fat, and improved resting
diastolic blood pressure.? Older adults who remain
physically active as they age experience an
increase in overall functional health, a lower risk of
falling, and improved cognitive health.®

Access Challenge

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) recommends that older adults participate in
at least two and half hours of brisk walking each
week.* However, many older adults do not meet the
recommended physical activity requirements.
Several reasons are reported for limited physical
activity among adults, including lack of motivation,
safety concerns, and no personal fulfillment from
exercising.*

Solution

To increase physical activity in older Veterans, the
Central Arkansas Health Care System established
the Geriatric Walking Clinic, a home-based, self-
paced exercise program that targets rural, elderly
Veterans who have chronic conditions, a sedentary
lifestyle, and a willingness to start walking regularly
for health promotion. Veterans are provided with a
walking prescription tailored to their self-identified
goals, perceived barriers, support system, and
physical condition. The program team empowers

Veterans to set a personal walking goal using
motivational counseling. In addition, the Geriatric
Walking Clinic enrolls “Walking Buddies,” which may
include spouses, children, or neighbors, along with
the Veteran to develop a support system to increase
walking and sustain the behavioral change.

Before starting, each Veteran is assessed by a
program nurse to determine whether he/she can
safely participate in the program. The Geriatric
Walking Clinic also provides follow-up to Veterans
through phone calls and uses various technological
tools to motivate Veterans to achieve their personal
goals and overcome setbacks. For Veterans
enrolled in the Walking Clinic, a high percentage
continue to be engaged in the program after two
years. Of those Veterans who were surveyed, 79
percent strongly agreed that this program improved
their motivation to walk on a regular basis.

The Geriatric Walking Clinic has supported more
than 450 Veterans and their “walking buddies.” The
program team estimates that the program could
result in health care savings of up to $1.5 million
per year for every 1,000 enrolled Veterans.

To Learn More

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) Office
of Rural Health (ORH) implements a targeted,
solution-driven approach to increase access to care
for the 3 million Veterans living in rural communities
who rely on VA for health care. As VA’s lead
advocate for rural Veterans, ORH works to see that
America’s Veterans thrive in rural communities. To
accomplish this, ORH leverages its resources to
study, innovate and spread enterprise-wide
initiatives through partnerships.

To discuss implementing a Rural Promising Practice
at your facility or to learn more, visit
or email
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