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INTRODUCTION


Grow strong, not old.



The fountain of youth has been discovered! However, it’s not in a bottle, an injection, or a pill. It’s found in a daily dose of sensible physical activity. While many seniors—people 50 and older—understand the importance of aerobic exercise, many neglect a critical component to successful aging: maintaining strength and power. Specifically, a lack of strength and power in our legs, trunk, and arms reduces our ability to attend to basic activities of daily living. This weakness increases the risk of falling and reduces our independence.

Many people let their age exclude them from being the healthiest and fittest person they can be. Every day we have the ability to determine how we want to age. To a large extent how well we age has to do with how we eat, sleep, think, and move. Our attitude toward aging largely influences how we age. The decisions we make daily, such as choosing to eat well and engage in regular physical activity, are the foundation of successful living. If you view the process as a time of decline and frailty, you will be fighting each birthday rather than making every year the best year of your life. Also, if you allow advertisers to make you feel bad about living, then you will continue to deny aging rather than embrace it.

More and more research supports the conclusion that we can control our own aging, and recent scientific studies have exploded the myth that strength training isn’t effective as we age. As a recent headline in the Washington Post proclaimed, “It’s never too late to lift weights: Older bodies can still build muscle.” This book will help you do that.

The people who live long and thrive often report that the success of their aging was largely influenced by their positive attitude, being physically active, eating healthily, moderating their consumption of alcohol, getting adequate rest and sleep, and staying socially engaged. If we want society to change its attitude about aging, we need to start bragging about our age rather than denying it. We also need to be proactive and take steps today to positively influence our health. A simple rule of thumb for healthy aging is the 80-20 rule: Do healthy, positive things at least 80 percent of the time.

Many scientists believe that with a healthy lifestyle, we may be able to turn back the biological clock 10 to 20 years or at least slow it down. A healthy, active person ages approximately half a percent a year, compared to an inactive person with poor health habits, who ages at approximately two percent a year. If you do the math, you can see how a healthy lifestyle can make a significant difference over a period of a lifetime. To maintain a fit lifestyle, engage in strength training two to three times a week, aim for 30 minutes of aerobic exercise five days a week, and stretch daily. When coupled with an aerobic exercise program, The Strength Training Bible for Seniors is designed to be a single resource to help you create your own personalized plan for getting and remaining strong and flexible.

This book is divided into four sections, each designed to give you the foundations you need to create a customizable full-body strength exercise plan to gain power, muscle, and flexibility so you can remain healthy and active throughout your senior years:


	
Stretching: to ensure flexibility and prevent muscle strains and ligament injuries

	
Core Strength: to build up the powerhouse of the body, from the tops of your legs to the shoulder area

	
Weights: to strengthen muscles in your core, arms, and legs

	
Kettlebells: to improve explosive muscle power



A quote from a former student: “I don’t want to just survive, I want to thrive! Active aging is not a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving with regrets, but rather to skid in broadside, thoroughly totally worn out, and loudly proclaiming, WOW, what a ride! I hate exercise but I hate not being able to do what I want more.” Another student once told me, “Age is just a number and mine is not listed.” A 75-year-old student told me that she didn’t care about her age because she feels better and more empowered than ever before. She went on to say that how you feel and act is more important than the number of candles on a cake and that being active every day makes her feel better than the day before.

The intent of this book is to assist you to train well and train smart, not hard. It does not have hard-and-fast rules. The only rule in this book is to learn to listen to your body and heed what it says. The aim of this book is to teach you to turn inward and feel what is best for you. Throughout this book, you’ll also find answers to the frequently asked questions of stretching and strength training. No one knows your body better than you do! You are the captain of your ship, and everyone else is a member of your fitness crew. Never let anyone “should” you!

Remember that you hold the key to your wellness. Create the life you want. It is never too late to feel great! Too often as we age we think we are too old or too disabled to be active and physically fit. Both are wrong! The key to happy aging is to change what you can and accept what you cannot. Try to remodel yourself daily; what you do today determines your tomorrows. With this mindset, you can grow well, not old!


“In the end we cannot become what we need to be by remaining what we are.”

—Max De Pree
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FIT FOR LIFE

Hippocrates said it so well more than 2000 years ago: “All parts of the body, which have function, if used in moderation and exercised to which each is accustomed, become thereby healthy and well developed and age slowly. But if left idle become liable to disease, defective in growth and age quickly.” Mickey Mantle said the same thing, but in a simpler way: “If I knew I was going to live this long I would have taken better care of myself.”

Strength training is the single most critical step you can take to retard aging. The human body has over 400 voluntary muscles—it’s a machine that was designed for movement. Yet, in this technology-driven age, we consistently invest in products that reduce our need to move. Do you remember the days when you had to get out of the car to open the garage door? Or get up to adjust the thermostat instead of through your smartphone? Even these simple bouts of physical activity required muscular strength. Unfortunately, all these wonderful labor-saving devices that we use daily hasten the process of sarcopenia (age-related loss of muscle mass and strength). To keep our muscles from withering away from disuse, we must challenge them frequently.

Young people frequently exercise to look better. In middle age, people often exercise for the health of it. However, in order to age well and remain fully independent, we need to exercise for the function of it. Too often, older people find that many of the activities of daily living that they once found simple have become challenging. Many of my older students joined my classes because steps seemed higher than they used to be, chairs were harder to get out of, and even the act of lifting a bag of groceries caused strain. Much of the decline often associated with normal aging has more to do with a loss of muscular strength and function than the number of trips around the sun.

A great deal of strength is lost between the ages of 30 and 50. If a person participates in a regular strength-training routine, the loss of strength can be minimized. Fortunately, it is never too late to turn your fitness life around. Numerous studies have proven that both men and women in their 80s and 90s can regain their strength and function by engaging in sensible and regular strength training; in cases of arthritis, several studies have shown that when the muscles around an arthritic joint get stronger, the load placed on that joint decreases. I have personally witnessed a woman in my strength class lose about 30 pounds and dramatically improve her ability to get around; she no longer uses a walker and can pick things up off the floor easily, which she was unable to do a year ago. Today she has more energy and is having a lot more fun than she ever remembered. All these positive results can be derived by a slight reduction in calories to lose weight slowly and permanently, combined with a daily dose of strength training and aerobic exercise.


IF YOU REST, YOU RUST

People who do not engage in a regular strength-training routine throughout their lives will lose 40 to 50 percent of their muscle mass and 50 percent of their muscular strength by age 65. This loss is not without consequence—these people can become so weak that doing simple daily activities becomes very difficult. A recent study revealed just how much negative impact a sedentary lifestyle can have on aging. The study looked at adults aged 55 to 64 and found that 40 percent of women had a difficult time lifting and carrying 10 pounds; 20 percent of men within this age bracket found the same task difficult. This study also revealed that almost 25 percent of both men and women had a difficult time walking a quarter of a mile briskly. The saddest part of this report stated that by age 65, untrained individuals had lost as much as 80 percent of their strength.

The chart below gives you an idea of the percent of muscle loss in some major muscle groups.




	MUSCLE GROUP

	% OF STRENGTH LOSS




	Back & arms

	30–40%




	Legs

	47%




	Hand & grip strength

	42%







This decline can be responsible for loss of independent living skills and can exacerbate existing disabilities. While this information is both alarming and discouraging, the good news is that it is never too late to feel great and recapture some of the strength and stamina we had in our younger days. All it takes is a sensible and regular dose of strength training to prevent sarcopenia.




BENEFITS OF STRENGTH TRAINING

Although there are numerous benefits that arise from strength training, perhaps the most obvious benefit is maintaining existing strength. Doctors Bortz and Nelson, experts in the field of older adult wellness, agree that the best way to stay out of a nursing home and maintain or regain independence is to keep legs strong.

Recent information suggests that strength training once a week is all we need to do to maintain strength. Strength training three times a week provides optimal results. However, performing strength training twice a week yields 80 percent of the benefits that you gain from working out three times a week.

In addition to maintaining existing strength, we can also increase muscle mass and regain lost muscle with regular strength training. Improvements in muscular strength and endurance make everyday tasks, such as opening jars and getting up from the floor, easier. Don’t become too concerned with looking like a body builder, though. Most women and people over the age of 50 lack the amount of testosterone needed to develop large muscles.

Strength training also slows aging. One study asked college-age students to identify which older adults, all belonging to the same age group, looked most youthful: those who strength-trained, those who swam, or those who ran. The overwhelming response was that those who lifted weights looked the youngest.

Strength training, when combined with sensible eating habits and moderate aerobic exercise, facilitates weight loss, decreases body fat, and helps keep weight off. Muscles are a furnace that burns calories. Some experts suggest that 1 pound of fat burns only 3 to 5 calories a day whereas a pound of muscle burns 35 to 50 calories a day. Thus, the more muscle mass we have, the more calories we will burn while at work or rest. People who have a higher percentage of muscle mass have a higher resting metabolic rate than sedentary individuals and thus are burning more calories.

Here are some additional benefits derived from strength training.


	
Decreases arthritic and lower back pain. Muscles provide structure around the joint, creating an internal brace to support and also lessen the load on the joint.

	
Increases bone density. When strength training, the muscle pulls on the bone, requiring the bone to remodel itself to get stronger and provide a more solid base of support. The integrity of the bone is directly related to the forces applied to it. If a person lives a slothlike existence, their fragile bones will break easily against the slightest force.

	
Improves glucose tolerance and insulin sensitivity. Diabetes is increasing in the United States at alarming rates. The physical activity that strength training provides improves the way the body utilizes sugar and will lessen the risk of developing diabetes.

	
Improves mobility and functional ability. Maintaining or regaining strength allows us to do what we want to do, when we want to do it.
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Improves balance and prevents falls. Having adequate leg strength allows us to catch ourselves when we trip, preventing a fall and perhaps a broken bone. Strength training also increases bone density so that the bones can withstand the impact of a fall better. In addition, it will be easier to get up if we do fall.

	
Improves posture and self-image. Strength training correctly can reverse the Dowager’s hump and other outward manifestations of poor posture. Proper strength training can assist us in regaining an upright, youthful appearance.

	
Combats depression. Studies have found that older people who strength-trained for 10 weeks had reductions in depression and improvements in self-esteem. This suggests that strength training gives a sense of empowerment and the idea that it is never too late to improve.
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WHAT IS STRENGTH TRAINING?

According to the National Strength and Conditioning Association, strength training is defined as the use of progressive resistance methods to increase one’s ability to exert force or resist a force. Basically, strength training is challenging your muscles in a sensible and progressive manner.

It is critical to use muscles in the manner they were designed to be used; unused muscles will no longer work efficiently. “Use it or lose it” has real meaning for older adults. In strength training, it is not where you start that is important but where you end up. I have had numerous students start my class unable to get out of a chair without the use of their hands, but after performing some of the exercises in this book, they can now sit down and get up from a chair with ease, walk around the mall all day, or even get down on the floor and play with the grandkids.


DIFFERENT TYPES

Strength training can take many forms, from lifting your own body against the resistance of gravity to using weights or exercise bands to challenge your muscles. Many people confuse the terms weight lifting, weight training, strength training, and progressive resistance exercise.


	Weight lifting is a competitive form of strength training using Olympic-style lifts such as the “snatch” and the “clean and jerk.”

	Weight training is the process of lifting weights, whether they are dumbbells, barbells, or weight machines.

	Strength training is the application of resistance to movement to increase one’s ability to exert force. The muscle does not know nor care what is providing the resistance, so engaging in a method that you enjoy is the key to success. This can include the use of anything from weights to exercise bands to kettlebells to even the resistance of water.

	
Progressive resistance exercise is when a person progressively overloads the muscles (by making the load and movement more difficult) by adding more resistance as the move gets easier. The load can be applied several ways: with weights, exercise tubing, or, in water, hand paddles.



The following is a cute example of progressive resistance exercise:

[image: Image]

Begin by standing in a comfortable position with plenty of room to move. With a 5-pound potato sack in each hand, lift your arms out to the sides 10 times. When that gets easy, grab a 25-pound potato sack in each hand and lift your arms 10 times. Once that becomes easy, start placing potatoes in the sack. Or another method is to buy a Great Dane puppy and then lift it every day. As the puppy gains weight, your muscles will get progressively stronger to adapt to the new heavier load.

While that was meant to be humorous, it does represent the theory behind progressive resistance exercise: Start at a comfortable load and slowly try to complete more reps each time, adding more load as your muscles get stronger and the movement gets easier.

Several methods are available to develop strength, muscle mass, and muscular endurance. The most common technique is isotonic progressive resistance exercise. The other methods are called isokinetic and isometric progressive resistance exercise.


Isotonic Progressive Resistance Exercise

Isotonic progressive resistance exercise is the most traditional method of strength training, generally using free weights, barbells, or machines that utilize stacked weights or even exercise bands; isotonic progressive resistance is the style this book predominately uses. Isotonic exercise is convenient; the down side, however, is that it does not accommodate to changes in strength at different angles. Muscles can be challenged differently depending on the angle engaged. As the muscle contracts along the range of motion, the angle of the joint affects the strength at that angle.

To test the concept of your muscle’s strength being dependent on the angle used, try placing a heavy jug of milk in each hand with your arms alongside your body. Now try to curl your hands toward your shoulders. Did you notice that at certain points/angles the milk jug seemed heavier than at other angles? The weight did not change but the angle made the weight feel heavier at certain points.

Isotonic moves are involved in most of our daily activities, from lifting a bag of groceries to picking up a grandchild.





Isokinetic Exercise

In isokinetic exercise, you contract the muscle through the full range of motion against a resistance lever at a prescribed speed and load. Generally, isokinetic exercise machines are more expensive than isotonic machines and devices.




Isometric Exercise

Isometric exercise involves exerting muscular force against an immovable object, creating a static contraction. This method is often used with extremely weak individuals and with people with ailments such as arthritis, where movement of the joint is not desired. This type of training will not significantly develop muscle size or muscular endurance but will develop strength at the joint angle in which the exercise is performed. The advantage of isometric exercise is that it does not require equipment. The disadvantages are that it can raise blood pressure to dangerous levels; the strength gain is specific to the angle at which the move is performed; and there is little transfer of strength to functional skills or sports.
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YOUR PROGRAM

Any successful exercise program should be fun, improve function, and assist you in becoming more physically fit and independent. A well-designed strength-training program can address each of these elements, but be aware that strength training can be done incorrectly. When designing a strength-training routine, it is critical that you use the correct dose to get the ideal response.

The first step in designing a safe and sane program is to cater to your health status and personal goals. Pay special attention to your problem areas and do what you feel is best for you. The areas that are at most risk of injury are the neck area, the lower back, the knees, and the shoulders. These areas need to be trained, not strained.

Since so much misinformation abounds about strength training, it is important to use scientifically proven information rather than anecdotal information. Listen to your body and heed what it says. When in doubt, consult your health professional. In fact, it is always wise to inform your health professional before you start any exercise program. However, if you start slow and don’t strain, most health professionals will be very supportive of you engaging in a sensible strength-training routine. If you have health issues such as arthritis, heart and blood pressure issues, or bone density concerns, it would be smart to have your health professional review your program before starting.

As you design your program, ask yourself the following questions:


	What is the goal of my strength-training program?

	Do I have joint or other health problems that need special consideration?

	Will my program assist me to function more freely?

	Does my routine address all the major muscle groups of my body?

	
Am I addressing only the surface muscles and neglecting the stabilizer muscles and core muscles of the body?

	If I feel worse after working out, am I doing more than I’m ready for or am I doing exercises that don’t match my health?



Every exercise program should be customized for your unique characteristics. The questions below are designed for you to do an internal evaluation of how you feel and if you are receiving the benefits that you expect. If not, it is time to reevaluate including the exercise in your program.


	Why am I doing this exercise?

	What are the benefits of this exercise?

	What are the risks of this exercise and can it be modified to make it safer?

	How do I feel while doing this exercise?

	How do I feel after doing this exercise?

	Could I receive the same benefits from doing a different exercise?

	Bonus: Does my doctor and/or therapist support this exercise?




SAMPLE ROUTINE


A sample routine may look something like this:



	Warm up

	5–10 minutes




	Aerobic activity

	20–30 minutes*




	Strength training

	20–30 minutes*




	Cool down and stretching

	5–10 minutes





*The order of aerobic activity and strength training can be switched.





If the exercise fails the above criteria, look for another exercise. There is no perfect exercise.

If exercise is new to you, keep in mind that it’ll take 12–16 weeks before you notice any change. It takes at least three months to establish a new habit. Don’t quit before you have a chance to see results. If you think getting motivated is hard, staying motivated is just as hard. Make your fitness routine enjoyable and exciting by periodically changing your existing routine with different kettlebell exercises to enhance your desire to exercise. Find movements that match your personality as well as your physical strength and flexibility limits. Research on strength training shows that there’s no absolute way to train to improve strength and muscle development. Always listen to your body and heed what it says—no one knows your body better than you.


THE ROUTINE

A proper exercise program should include a warm-up period to prepare the body for exercise. The older the human machine, the longer and more therapeutic the warm-up should be. A warm-up can take several forms. It can consist of light aerobic activity that limbers up the muscles you plan to engage. It can also be a very light version of the exercise you plan to perform. The best method is to combine the two, doing a few minutes of aerobic exercise to warm up the body and then a light set of each exercise before you do your more formal sets.

The rest of the program should include cardiovascular training, often referred to as “cardio” or aerobics, and then perform muscular strength and endurance training. After the workout, a cool-down period is prudent. This allows your body to taper off from your workout. You do not want to stop abruptly. It is recommended that you walk around slowly then find a place to spend 5–15 minutes stretching the muscles you engaged in your workout. The first section of this book is devoted to stretching as it is the foundation of any strength-training routine.

Cross-training is a good way to avoid injury; an example is strength-training on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, swimming on Tuesday and Thursday, taking a walk on Saturday, and resting on Sunday. It’s okay to break the aerobic exercise into three 10-minute bouts throughout the day. Cross-training does not mean combining aerobic training with strength training by carrying weights while walking or jogging, for instance. While this may sound like a great way to multitask, it is only inviting orthopedic injuries. Wearing ankle weights on the ankles while walking is often linked to hip and knee problems.

An important concept to keep in mind is not to become complacent about your exercise program. Be mindful of your body mechanics at all times. In other words, pay attention to what you are doing. When strength training, it is important that you control the weight and not let the weight control you. About every three to four months, you should change your workout around a bit so that you don’t get bored and your body doesn’t get accustomed to the work it’s performing.




PRE- AND POST-STRENGTH TRAINING

Always start with a 5- to 10-minute warm-up of the body before any strength-training session. Stretch after your workout.


COMMON TERMS


Atrophy: a decrease in muscle size as a result of inactivity

Circuit training: a series of different exercises done with no significant rest in between each set

Contraction: muscles utilizing energy and expending heat to exert a force

Concentric contraction: an isotonic contraction in which muscle length shortens; e.g., bringing a glass of water to your mouth

Eccentric movement: a movement in which the muscle lengthens while resisting the load; e.g., bringing down the glass of water slowly from your mouth

Extension: making the joint angle larger

Flexion: making the joint angle smaller

Rep (or Repetition): the number of times you perform a movement

Set: a grouping of repetitions





If you find your muscles are very sore after exercising, you are trying to do too much too soon. Muscle soreness results when you cause minor trauma to your muscles and connective tissue by asking them to do more than they are ready to perform. If you start and progress slowly and listen to your body, you should be able to avoid what is called “delayed muscle soreness,” or next-day soreness. To avoid muscle soreness, always warm up then stretch, and then exercise carefully and again stretch at the end of your workout. Remember the two-hour rule: If you are sore two hours post-exercise, then you overworked and need to back off to an intensity that does not cause discomfort.




SELECTING WEIGHT LOAD

Beginners should choose an amount that enables them to do at least one set of 12 reps; follow this procedure for one to two weeks. After two weeks, add a second set. It is best to do one set then rest for 45 seconds, then do a second set of the same exercise. When you can do two sets of 12 reps without straining, it is time to add just enough resistance so that it is difficult to do 6–8 reps; from here, work yourself back up to 12–15 reps. Add resistance in small increments.

Two ways to improve strength is to add more load or add more reps. The more fit/active the person is when he or she starts, the slower his or her gains will be when compared to a beginner. Remember, you are only competing against yourself.




DECIDING REPS AND SETS

Each workout should not exceed 12 exercises and should engage the major muscles of the body.

Each set should consist of 8–15 reps. The more reps you perform, the more focus you place on muscular endurance. Choosing lower reps emphasizes strength and power. Most experts suggest that older adults should find a load that can be done comfortably six to eight times, gradually increasing the reps until they can do 15 reps with good form before they increase the resistance and then start the sequence all over again. Try to do at least two to three sets of each exercise.




FREQUENCY

The key to a successful strength-training program is to start slow and progress in a sensible manner. Try to strength train a minimum of two days a week; three times a week would be ideal. Over-training can occur when you are doing too much, working out too often and not allowing your body adequate time to rest and repair itself. This often occurs in newcomers who try to do too many sets with too many reps at a pace that is too fast. To avoid this: Train, don’t strain!




TRAINING PROGRESSIONS AND PLATEAUS

Training progression should not exceed 5 to 10 percent a week. In the beginning, your strength increases quickly as you learn how to coordinate the equipment. A beginner can expect to see gains in strength, size, and firmness after six to eight weeks. However, at some point improvement will slow down and then stop. Plateaus in strength often occur after the first few months of training. Don’t get discouraged—just realize that improvements will take longer and will not be as noticeable.

As long as you are not feeling bad, good things are still going on inside the muscle. When you reach a plateau, it is time to tweak your routine by changing the exercises or changing the number of reps and/or sets. Athletes who reach a plateau may even take a week off or change their routine completely. But if you stop lifting weights entirely, you can expect to lose 50 percent of your newfound strength in two to three months. Your muscle will atrophy (decrease in size), and if you continue to eat as if you are exercising, the excess calories will be stored as fat. So use your muscle or lose it. You really don’t want to start over again, do you? Just keep training at an intensity that feels comfortable.

Change your workout every three to four months if you get bored. Replacing one chest exercise for another chest exercise can do this. Another way is to do more repetitions and lessen the load or decrease rest time between sets.




QUALITY OVER QUANTITY

Never sacrifice quality for quantity. Perform each repetition in a smooth and controlled manner, working through the full range of motion that the joint can comfortably go through.

Training speed should be controlled. It is generally recommended that on the difficult aspect (concentric) of the move, take 2–3 seconds; on the easy part (eccentric), take 4–5 seconds. The bottom line is don’t do the move super slowly or too fast. Some new research suggests that well-trained older adults may want to perform the moves a little faster to work on the “power aspect” of strength training. Stay alert to this emerging concept.

Do exercises that use the larger muscles of the body (chest and back, front and back of the legs) before moving on to the smaller muscles (arms and calves). When starting out, do compound exercises that employ multiple muscle groups (bench press) over simple, one-muscle exercises (arm curls).




WELL-ROUNDED PROGRAM

Remember, strength training should be part of a comprehensive fitness routine that includes cardiovascular fitness (which allows you to walk briskly without getting winded), stretching and flexibility (which allows you to reach down and tie your shoes or zip up your dress without pulling a muscle), and balance work (which prevents you from falling down and breaking a bone). You should also incorporate exercises to improve posture (to allow you to stand with a more upright and youthful carriage) and relaxation (to help you reduce stress and lower your blood pressure).

Greatness lies not in being strong, but in the correct use of strength—therefore, every exercise included in your routine should have a specific purpose or a function. To grow strong, not old and feeble, does not require a great deal of time or expensive equipment or even a membership to a gym. Simply follow the simple steps outlined in this book to achieve this.
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EQUIPMENT

Strength training can be performed with a variety of equipment: barbells, dumbbells, kettlebells, machines, bands. Which kind you decide to use really has more to do with personal preference and perhaps budget than anything else. Here is a brief list of the pros and cons of each to help you decide on the best equipment for you.


WEIGHTS

The type of weights you choose depends on your needs. Luckily, most options are affordable and readily available from the local sporting goods store.

Dumbbells, which come in predetermined weights, are a safe bet. The main drawback is that you usually need several pairs of differing weights in order to effectively work all parts of your body. If you are careful and follow the guidelines in this book, dumbbells are an inexpensive method to improve strength. They can be used in every manner needed to provide a total-body workout.
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Ankle weights



Barbells, a bar that is adjusted by switching out weights on each end of the bar, are a hassle to change and come with a higher risk of injury. Unless you already use barbells regularly, I don’t recommend using these.

Ankle weights, which can be strapped on to your ankles or wrists, can make certain exercises easier—and safer—to perform. However, don’t strap on the weights to “enhance” leisure activities such as walking, jogging, or golfing. Only use them in conjunction with strength exercises.





KETTLEBELLS

The kettlebell is a cast-iron weight that looks like a cannonball with a teapot handle (personally, I think the name should be “kettleball” because of its shape). Kettlebells are part of the plyometric family, which includes exercises such as jumping, bounding, and throwing and catching weighted objects such as medicine balls or kettlebells. These movements involve rapid eccentric (lengthening) and concentric (shortening) actions. Plyometric exercises have their roots in the 1960s, when they were first used in the Eastern Bloc countries to train their weightlifters and track-and-field athletes. A plyometric workout was, and still is, designed to improve explosive muscular power.
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Kettlebell



The reason the kettlebell is gaining favor again is that the motions involved in a kettlebell workout mimic activities of daily living much more than the unidirectional exercise machines seen in most gyms today. The kettlebell is used to perform dynamic exercises that foster power, agility, strength, flexibility, and even aerobic fitness. The shape of the kettlebell places the center of gravity beyond the handle, which allows the bell to be thrown about easily, facilitating swing movements.




EXERCISE BANDS

Every exercise that can be done on a piece of exercise equipment or with weights can be done with an exercise band. They are inexpensive and can be stored anywhere. Some even come with handles to hold on to easily. The bands come in varying resistances. As you get stronger, you may have to purchase more resistant ones in order to accommodate your strength.
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Elastic exercise band






EXERCISE MACHINES

Exercise machines are an excellent way to improve your strength, but often cannot provide a comprehensive workout. If you have the money to purchase a good-quality multi-station machine, or the time and commitment to attend the gym regularly, that’s great. If not, this option is not for you.




STABILITY BALL

When choosing a ball, make sure that when you sit on it, your upper legs and lower legs are at 90 degrees, and your shoulders are over your hips. The ball should also be safe for your body weight.


	The firmer the ball, the more challenging the exercise will be.

	Make sure that the floor surface is safe for both you and the ball—avoid sharp objects.

	Don’t overestimate your ability—start with the basics.

	
Have someone spot you if necessary.

	Only do those movements that are correct for your health status.






FOAM ROLLER

A foam roller is a fun and challenging piece of equipment that can be purchased at most sporting goods stores, gyms, or physical therapy clinics. It has been reported to restore alignment, foster body awareness, and advance proper posture. Foam roller exercises can be done from numerous positions, including supine and kneeling.

The foam roller comes in various shapes, sizes, and densities. The selection of the correct roller depends on your height and body weight. The most common roller used for core-strength training is a full-length roller that’s about 3 feet long. It comes in a semicircular or fully circular shape. Beginners do best with the semicircular shape, flat-side down; as they improve, they can flip the roller over. Once that becomes easy, a circular roller is a nice way to ramp up the challenge.




PROPS FOR STRETCHING

A flexibility routine can employ various tools like belts, balls, or a foam roller to enhance the experience. Props offer variety to your stretches. The chair provides support in balance-challenging situations. Often a wall can be used for support and balance as well. Foam blocks are frequently used in yoga to assist in maintaining a position. Blocks can serve as platforms for proper body alignment.
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Foam blocks



A pillow can be used in the same fashion as a foam block; it can also be used to support your neck when lying down.
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Strap with buckle



A strap allows you to reach the end stages of a stretch without compromising proper body mechanics. A rope or belt that does not elongate can be used instead of a strap. Other options include TRX suspension straps.

A stability ball (also known as the Swiss or Pilates ball) is a popular stretching and relaxation tool. Some balls have knobs to stimulate circulation. Others have bumpy surfaces to promote sensory stimulation, while those with a hard, smooth surface are designed to provide trigger-point tension relief. They range in size from 45 to 75 centimeters.


[image: Image]
Therapy balls



Smaller, firm therapy balls also facilitate flexibility. The size, shape, and density of the ball you select should be determined by the goal of your session and, if applicable, the area of your body you aim to address. In general, tennis balls and other small firm balls (between 1 and 6 inches) with some give are good candidates for self-massage and muscle release.

Finally, it’s important that you are comfortable doing stretches. When lying or kneeling on the floor, a mat provides cushioning.




MY RECOMMENDATION

I personally use a combination of dumbbell weights and ankle weights for certain muscle groups and then use exercise bands to complement the rest of the workout. I am also a fan of exercise equipment if you have the space to store it or if you have the money to join a gym. I even use water paddles in the pool to vary my workout on occasion. As discussed earlier, your muscles don’t care what is providing the load. You just need to challenge them and change your workout periodically to avoid injury and boredom.


Safety First

No matter which type of equipment you use, always inspect it before using it. Make sure the collars of barbells and dumbbells are on properly, the exercise bands are not worn, and the cables on machines are in good repair. If you are using a machine, also double-check the weight stack: 100 pounds on one machine is not always 100 pounds on another.
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TUNE IN TO YOUR BODY

Strength training involves more than hefting a barbell and curling it to your body a few times. In order to keep your body safe and ensure that you’re gaining benefits, not injuries, you must incorporate several things into your training program. The following are important principles that help you train smart.


SAFETY

While strength training has numerous benefits, it is not without risk. Even the best exercise can cause pain and injury if done improperly. In the last two decades, it has been reported that nearly a million people have gone to the emergency room for strength-training injuries. A number of injuries are minor but several deaths have occurred from a barbell choking a person who could not lift the bar off their chest or throat. Most of the injuries are the result of overdoing it and not adhering to safe techniques or using outdated principles and exercises. Paying attention to your body can lower your risks of injuring yourself.

While most strength-training exercises will not kill you or even hurt you if done incorrectly once or twice, the cumulative effects can be damaging. Some exercises have been around so long it seems irreverent to question their efficacy. All too often training methods get adopted and later institutionalized based on anecdotal information rather than sound scientific research—what is scientifically acceptable today may not be acceptable tomorrow after further investigation.

Most people understand that physical activity is good for the human machine. Unfortunately, in their zest to get fit they do more than their body is ready to handle. Remember that it is better to train safer and smarter rather than faster and harder. Think of your 50-plus body as a vintage automobile. A classic car can run just as well as a newer model if well maintained—it just needs a little longer to warm up and more TLC along the way.

Lastly, avoid those well-intended fitness enthusiasts who have all the answers. These people generally base their training methods on popular body-building magazine information rather than scientific information. Stay away from them—these are the people who are going to get you hurt.




PAIN

As you get more familiar with strength training, you may become complacent, and that is when injuries and accidents occur. Learn to listen to your body and trust your ability to distinguish between pain and discomfort.

The old adage “no pain, no gain” is insane. Equally as insane is the adage to work through the pain. Pain is your body telling you that you are doing something wrong. While our bodies are very resilient, misuse, disuse, and abuse can cumulate in an injury. Following proper body mechanics and listening to your body can prevent a problem. Prevention is always cheaper than treatment. Protect your spine and joints at all times and stay mindful of your form.




THE IMPORTANCE OF POSTURE

I work with many 50-plus folks, and they’re often concerned about their appearance. They’ll spend great amounts of money on hair products, facials, and clothes but spend little or no time on their posture. To better understand posture’s role in how we look, check out a local high school play and see how the actor portrays an old person—all hunched over!

If you want to look young, stand tall. If you want to look thinner, stand tall. Core training is all about improving how you look and feel. Every time I do my core-strengthening exercises, I think about how they’ll help me stand straight and therefore improve my appearance.

As you can see from the illustration of the human spine on page 23, the neck (called the cervical spine) curves slightly forward. The middle portion of the spine (thoracic spine) is curved outward. The lower portion of the back (lumbar spine) curves inward, presenting a lordotic curve. Although the vertebral column has three natural curves, sometimes as a result of misuse, disuse, or abuse, these curves become overly exaggerated and can contribute to back problems.

A visual that might assist you to better understand the concept is to picture a brand-new tube of toothpaste and stand it on one end. When all the forces are exerting equal pressure, the tube stands up easily. Now squeeze the toothpaste a few times with some spots going in and other parts pushed out. Now try to stand it up. I doubt that it’ll stay up.

Learning to sit, stand, and move in the most biomechanical manner is foundational. A properly aligned back has a gentle “S” curve. When it’s in the safest position to avoid excessive forces to the spine and discs, it’s called neutral spine. Everyone has their own neutral spine position. This is how you find it while standing:


	Stand with your weight evenly distributed over both feet and your knees slightly bent.

	Using your abdominal muscles, tilt your hips slowly forward and back. Imagine you have a cup of water resting on your belly and are trying to tip water out of it. Find a position that feels most comfortable for you (ideally a balanced position from which the water in that cup would not spill). Movement occurs at the hip-hinge joint. Once you locate it, lock in that position.

	Make sure your hips and shoulders are aligned and that the distance from your belly button to your sternum is far apart.

	After this adjustment, you may need to realign the hip-hinge joint again.

	Align your ears over your shoulders, your shoulders over your hips, and your hips over your ankles.
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Human spine



The goal is to put this “feeling” into muscle memory so you can maintain the correct position throughout the day. While this is meant to be natural, it can take some time to get used to.

Another way to find neutral spine is to stand with your spine against a corner or wall and align the base of your skull, your mid-back, and tailbone, allowing for the natural arches. Look in a mirror or ask a friend: Are your ears over your shoulders, shoulders over your hips, and hips over your ankles?

In proper core training, learning proper pelvic positioning is pivotal. Let’s review the various positions that the exercises in this book use. The ultimate goal is for you to be able to stand, run, and jump and always have your back in a self-protected position.


Lying Position

Whether you’re lying on the floor or a roller, flatten and arch your back until you find a comfortable position. Your back shouldn’t be completely flat on the ground.
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Neutral spine while standing
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Neutral spine when lying down
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Tabletop position
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Sitting position on a chair and a ball







Tabletop Position

While on your hands and knees, find neutral position, engage your abdominal muscles, and keep your spine stabilized. Ideally, a broom handle should be able to rest on your back from head to tailbone, with only a small arch in your lower back area.




Sitting Position

Whether you’re on a chair or ball, be sure to find neutral spine:


	Sit with both feet on the floor and both bones of your pelvis (not your tailbone) on the chair/ball.

	Your upper legs should be parallel with the floor, and your feet should be shoulder-width apart on the floor. Your weight is evenly distributed over all contact points.

	Your chest, shoulders, and head are up and out, with the maximum distance between your belly button and sternum.

	Avoid sitting with a rounded back and head forward; it could add stress to your discs.




LOWERING AND RAISING YOUR BODY


As basic as the next statement will appear, it’s critical that, when performing strengthening and core-stabilization exercises, you understand how to lower and raise yourself to/from the floor in a biomechanically correct manner. Improperly getting up and down from/to the floor contributes to lower back pain. Remember to maintain control of your torso during every phase of the movement. Think of your shoulders, hips, and spine as one unit.

1–2. From standing, bend your knees and place both hands on the floor to lower yourself into a tabletop position.

3. Lower one hip to the floor, sitting like a mermaid.

4. Then lower yourself down on that side.

5. Once you’re on your side, roll like a log onto your back, keeping your torso in one unit. Use your hands to assist if necessary. Once on the floor, align your spine and neck, and bend your knees and place your feet flat on the floor.

To get up, perform the process in reverse.
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Neck

The old expression “Don’t stick your neck out” is excellent fitness advice. The neck is very fragile! Doing anything too fast or too hard can cause serious problems. Never “warm up” your neck by rolling your head around in fast circles—in fact, all quick neck movements are a bad idea. Avoid full neck circles because they strain supporting ligaments and can lead to pinched nerves. Other things to avoid include hyperflexion, when you force your chin to your chest, and hyperextension, when you arch your neck too far back. Neck extensions can also put pressure on the arteries of the neck, which can cause high blood pressure and compromise blood flow to the brain. Some women have had strokes while leaning back to get their hair washed at a salon, hence the term “beauty parlor” syndrome. The exercises in this book will show you safe and sane ways to increase the flexibility of your neck.


[image: Image]
Hyperextension (left) or hyperflexion (right) puts undue pressure on the neck arteries.






Shoulders

Shoulder problems are an increasing concern for the over-50 fitness person. Be careful when you bring your arms above your head, and always control any movement that causes you to raise your arms above shoulder height. Relax your shoulders and don’t shrug when you’re doing arm exercises. Try your best to keep your shoulder blades pulled together when doing arm moves as well. If your shoulders are tight, don’t arch your back to make up for your inflexibility.
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