By Carolyn Collman, MS, 

Strength Training:  It’s Never Too Late to Pick up The Weights

I’m often asked why people in their 70s and 80s should weight train?  Ironically, with bone loss and weight gain commonly affecting older adults, seniors may in fact reap the greatest benefits from lifting weights.  Here’s why:

Why Strength Train?

· May prevent or offset Osteoporosis

Research shows that lifting weights may help maintain and even increase bone density.

· Boosts metabolic rate due to increase in lean body mass

After age 40, adults who don’t strength train lose an average of a half pound of muscle per year while gaining a half pound of fat. This change in body composition reduces the resting metabolism. Adding lean muscle to your frame will help you burn more calories 24 hours per day.

· Decreases risk of injury for other physical activities and daily living 

Strengthening muscles, tendons and ligaments and bones by lifting weights helps take stress off of your joints.

Once you’ve decided to begin strength training (also known as “resistance training”), you must decide what type of weights you want to lift - either free weights (also known as dumbbells) or weight machines. Machines are generally safer to use and provide a more balanced resistance, however most only exercise muscles in one plane. Free weights, by comparison, work muscles in multiple planes and typically involve a greater number of muscle groups per exercise.  Many people find that a combination of machines and free weights works best for them. 

If you are new to resistance training, you may want to begin by using rubberized exercise tubing or bands which come in a range of resistance levels, from very light to very heavy.  They also make excellent therapy tools to rehabilitate muscles after injury or surgery. 

Additional Tips

· Choose a weight that you can lift 8-12 times with proper form.

· Warm up with 5-10 minutes of moderate aerobic exercise (i.e. treadmill, bicycle, or rowing machine) prior to strength training.

· Exhale when lifting a weight, inhale when lowering it and above all, DO NOT HOLD YOUR BREATH!!!

· Finish your workout by stretching all major muscle groups.

· Go Slow - two seconds to lift the weight, pause, then lower for two seconds.

· Begin with exercises for your major muscle groups (legs, buttocks, back and chest) and work your way to your smaller muscle groups (shoulders, biceps, triceps).

