July 8, 2011 – Aging and Running

I started regular competitive running when I was 15 years old.   Nearly four decades later I still run nearly every day, but it isn’t the same as it used to be.   I can’t run as fast, recover more slowly and am increasingly susceptible to injury if I step up the volume or intensity of my training.   While these are limiting factors, realizing the effects of aging on running and other exercise can help us to slow down and minimize its effects.   The American College of Sports Medicine lists declining VO2 maximum, reduced strength and flexibility, reduction in the ability to clear accumulated lactic acid and declining bone density as primary issues we face as we try to perform athletically as we age.
Declining VO2 Maximum

VO2 Maximum is the highest amount of oxygen your body can utilize per kilogram of body weight.    Increasing your fitness level, decreasing your excess fat or both can minimize the decline associated with aging.   There are three ways your training can help stem the tide.  The first is simply to run more and to run longer.   By running five or six times per week with half of the runs of an hour or more in duration we help maintain our engine.   The second element of training is to run fast.   By this I don’t mean sprinting, but to run training sessions at your 5,000 meter race pace.   If you can run a 22 minute 5k, then this could be six repeat half miles in 3:30 with a lap jog in between.   Finally, race fairly often.   If you race 5k or 10k races at least monthly you will help to keep your body in tune.
Reduced Strength and Flexibility

Most of our elderly are weak from disuse of muscles that atrophy.   Weight training, pushups or even yard activities such as chopping wood will use our muscles and help them to retain their power.   Strong muscles help us to work or run faster.    Our sedentary society has also led to increased loss of flexibility as many of us sit in desks or at computer work stations.   The solution is to stretch our muscles dynamically through running drills which you commonly see used by track runners or football players.   These drills keep tendons flexible, increase our range of motion and help us to run efficiently with no more effort.   For runners I coach who are over the age of 50, I have found that slowly integrating running drills and hill training into their regimen have resulted in amazing increases in leg strength and flexibility and much faster race times.

Rest and Recovery

In my twenties I could run twice daily, execute track sessions on Tuesday and Thursday, race on Saturday and do a long, recovery run on Sunday.   In my fifties this is no longer the case.   If I do an intense training session on Tuesday, I train pretty easy the rest of the week – maybe running some stride outs on Thursday or Friday.   I do a long run on Saturday – but long isn’t what it used to be.   If I race I never do a long run the next day.   The ability to clear accumulated lactic acid declines with age and so we must take more time to recover.   I also find that a total rest day on Sunday is usually most welcome – a concept I didn’t even consider when I was younger.
Declining Bone Density

We must have a strong bodily support structure to exercise regularly and vigorously and it starts with our bones.   Due to genetics and inadequate dietary choices a high percentage of the population experiences bone density loss that can increase the incidence of stress fractures when we exercise.   It is a good idea to have a bone density test to see if you are at risk and then to incorporate appropriate amounts of calcium and other necessary vitamins and minerals in your diet to minimize further loss of bone density.

Concluding Thoughts

We may not be able to beat the aging process, but we can slow it down.   By running or performing other exercise with volume and intensity, doing strength and flexibility training, incorporating adequate rest and recovery into our regimen and ensuring our body is strong through paying attention to our diet, we can continue to stay healthy, run fast as we get older and  age gracefully.

