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Are you exercising too much?
Long, gruelling 
workouts may do 
more harm than 
good, especially 
after 45, Anna 
Maxted reports

I
t’s increasingly common for midlifers
to be the most ferocious exercisers at
the gym. We relish brutal bootcamp-
style classes, spin ourselves silly and
push ourselves to ever more extreme
challenges — marathons, triathlons
and week-long cycling races. We all

want to live longer, healthier lives. 
However, some experts believe that for

the over-45s in particular, exercising at
high intensity for more than 45 minutes at
a time is detrimental, putting chronic
stress on the body and accelerating ageing.
So are you training too hard for too long?
And could doing less give you a better body
and health?

A study published this week in the Brit-
ish Journal of Sports Medicine found that
one brisk jog weekly — no faster than
6mph (about 9.5km/h) and no longer than
50 minutes — was linked to a 27 per cent
reduction in a person’s chances of dying
early from any cause compared with “sed-
entary non-runners”. The research exam-
ined more than 232,000 participants,
tracking their health for between five and
a half and 35 years. Crucially, researchers
also found “no evidence that mortality
benefits increase with greater amounts of
running” for those who ran faster, farther
and more frequently. 

Zana Morris, 45, the nutritionist, trainer
and founder of The Clock gyms, coaches
clients in “short-burst high-intensity” ses-
sions of 15 minutes for maximum impact.
She says: “High-intensity training drives

every part of the body to work — the
hormones, the oxygen, the heart rate,
the circulation and the muscle fibres
— and if you can get the intensity high
over a short time, the benefit to the body
is extraordinary.” 

It pushes the metabolism higher for
several hours afterwards, which acceler-
ates fat burning, improves tissue firmness
and greatly increases fitness, she says.
“Whereas if you keep going it’s too much.
It depletes the entire body. It’s why sprint-
ers have these incredible physiques that
marathon runners just don’t have.”

We often forget, Morris says, that exer-
cise is a form of stress. “It’s a stress that
causes a response, prompting the body to
recover and adapt, which is why we get
stronger and fitter afterwards,” she says. 

However, it’s only a good stress if the
body can recover. “The trouble with
training at high intensity for 45 minutes or

more is it’s too much stress for too long,”
Morris says. “The body will fuel itself by
eating into more muscle tissue than it is
capable of recovering.” As we organically
lose half a pound of muscle every year
from our mid-thirties, by over-training we
actually make ourselves scrawnier. 

The physical stress of pushing
ourselves too hard also prompts the
production of cortisol, the stress
hormone. “This leads to the release of
sugar into our bloodstream to give us
the energy to deal with the fight or
flight. Insulin is released to get the
sugar out. In the long term, we put on
weight. Mental stress does it, but so
does over-training,” Morris says. “The
look you get when the body is under
stress for too long is the ‘lemon on
toothpicks’ look. You get fat around the
middle, and the limbs get very lean
because the body can’t recover the muscle.”

We are particularly susceptible in
midlife, Morris says, because by the time
we’re approaching 50, many of us produce
too much cortisol already because of the
stress of our daily lives. “In midlife your
body is already working in its highest gear
to keep going. I think it’s a disaster, when
you hit this generational bracket, to be
driving your body through sustained high-
intensity exercise sessions,” Morris says.

That said, if you amble around the gym
floor for an hour using the equipment
three times a week, don’t fret — you’re
unlikely to be overdoing it. Nor is this
about quitting Pilates or yoga, which are
great for flexibility and restorative. Light
aerobic exercise, the equivalent of a brisk
walk or light run, is also helpful. 

People think that 
excessive exercising 
will turn back the 
biological clock. It won’t 

and good aerobic fitness.” So the bulk of
your training should be 20-minute high-
intensity interval sessions, such as sprints
and resistance work. This is what will
make you fit. “It will give you the strength,
drive and the power to do the marathon,”
Morris says.

Syed Haq, 50, a consultant physician
and the founder of the London Preventa-
tive Medicine Centre, agrees that in
middle age we’re increasingly prone to
overdoing it. “People think that by exces-
sively exercising they’re going to turn back
the biological clock,” Haq says. “ That’s not
going to happen. In fact, they’re putting
themselves at greater risk than someone
doing more moderate exercise.

Generally in midlife, Haq believes,
“20 minutes, provided it’s an intense,
co-ordinated workout, much like a circuit
training methodology, is enough”. (You
should be panting hard and sweating.) 

Two focused high-intensity training
sessions weekly, Haq says, will maintain
your fitness. “With three, you’re getting
some gains. More than four is too much.
It’s all right for a younger person, but if
you’re over 40, three is sufficient.”

Exercising for longer periods at high
intensity pushes your body to a position of
chronic stress. “Imagine you’re driving a
car and you put the pedal down. Event-
ually the car crashes or you wear out your
accelerator. If you are activating your
immune system in such a way, it wears the
system out,” says Haq. He notes that if your
heart-rate is still high half an hour after
exercise, your workout is too intense and is
having a detrimental effect. “If you feel
winded for the whole day, that’s not good.”

Morris says that she always knows when
middle-aged clients have overtrained.
“Typically, they’ve got low energy, low
mood and they’re not sleeping well. They
feel depleted, as overtraining can affect
mental energy and focus. They’re prone to
colds and flus that drag on, because the

immune system is down. They’re also
more prone to injury — joint issues,
back injuries and neck pain.”

To clarify: no one is claiming exer-
cise is bad. Morris says: “If you were
to walk for three hours a day, that
would be very good for you.” It is
about maintaining balance. “It’s the

mentality of, ‘I’ve got to go to the
gym and pound something for an

 hour.’ ”  By all means, do three to four
 30-minute sessions of high-intensity

training a week, but if you want to do more
weave in gentler forms of exercise into
your regime, she adds. “A swim, a brisk
walk, a non-intense yoga session.”

Obviously, training for a marathon or a
triathlon, which are increasingly popular
among midlifers, involves training that
goes on for far longer than 45 minutes at
a time. Many people run consecutive mar-
athons year in, year out. Morris believes
that big races should be a one-off life event,
if you do them at all. “You’re asking the
body to do a lot more than it’s designed to
do,” she says. “I’m so against them really.”

If you must, Morris says: “Do it in the
safest, healthiest way possible by training
for best recovery and optimal support of
your body. It’s often the six, nine months of
gruesome training before the marathon
that wears the body out.” She adds: “To be
fit, you need a strong heart, strong lungs
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