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Background: The American Heart Association (AHA) recommends 30 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous exercise five or more times a week for most patients surviving a myocardial infarction (MI). The characteristics of those who will maintain this lifestyle recommendation are currently unknown. 
Methods: We conducted a nationally representative survey of 1500 U.S. adults previously diagnosed with an MI. Patients reported their demographics, usual physical activity pattern, and nominated their single most important current health concern. Patients were categorized into those who did and did not meet the AHA exercise recommendation, using the validated, single-item question assessing days per week of moderate or vigorous physical activity >30 minutes.  
Results: 38% of respondents were female and the average age was 60.9 years (+ 11.9 SD).  18% of patients reported that “worsening of heart problems” was their single most important health concern. 24% reported regular exercise at the level recommended by the AHA. Ironically, those who reported worsening heart problems as their single most important health concern were significantly more likely to not meet the exercise recommendation in multivariable analysis, (adjusted odds ratio [aOR] 1.40, 95% CI 1.01-1.94), as were women (aOR 1.40, 95% CI 1.09-1.81) and those over 65 years of age (aOR 1.34, 95% CI 1.03-1.75).
Discussion: For patients surviving a MI, adherence to exercise guidelines was worse among those who were most concerned about a decline in their heart health. Appropriately tailoring an exercise message to those surviving, and worrying about heart disease, may require interventions derived from fear and avoidance science. 

