December 30, 2010 - Use It or Lose It
Keeping fit is important because it contributes to the quality of life.   Many older people think exercise isn’t possible due to aging or increased frailness, but staying physically active is a major key to good health as we age.   Part of the loss of stamina and strength as we get older is due to the aging process, but much is caused by reduced physical activity. Lack of physical activity causes the body to deteriorate because of non-use.   
A generation ago it was accepted that older people could not increase their muscle strength or their muscle mass.  Very few of the elderly exercised, except for walking, and strength training was rarely performed.   But  a study by    researchers from Tufts and Harvard Universities with a group of frail elderly residents in their late 80's and 90's at Boston's Hebrew Rehabilitation Center for the Aged who had multiple functional problems, chronic conditions and were very sedentary dispelled this notion.

At the beginning of the project, the participants, whose average age was 90, were tested to determine the heaviest weights that they could lift with their legs. Following this initial test, they began a program of weight training. They did three sets composed of eight weight lifting repetitions each for three days a week. They worked out with weights that were 80 percent of the maximum weight that they could lift.   After two weeks, they were retested and the weights were increased. At the end of six weeks, these frail older people had increased their muscle strength on average by 180 percent.   As a result of their increased muscle strength, their average walking speed increased by nearly 50 percent and several no longer needed their canes.

All of the participants resumed their sedentary lifestyles at the end of the program and after four weeks lost 32 percent of their maximum strength.   This confirms the adage, ‘Use it or lose it.’    The good news is that even those who have had limited or zero physical activity can greatly increase their strength, fitness and quality of life.   Staying physically fit can give you a body that performs and looks like those of people years younger than your chronological age.   When four-time winner of both the Boston and New York City Marathons, Bill Rodgers, and I spoke about this, we concurred that staying physically fit helps us to feel about twenty years younger than our chronological age.

At the VA Medical Center in Salt Lake City Utah, a study compared physically fit men in their mid-fifties to inactive men in their mid-twenties.  The results showed that active older men had lower resting heart rates by an average of twenty beats per minute and higher oxygen utilization during maximum exercise.   Hey – I’m in that age group!   This is great news!   Sorry, pharmaceutical companies – I don’t need your Cialis, Viagra, Staxyn, Kamagra or Levitra.   I’m going running and heading to the gym!
