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~ Let’s face it, as we grow older, one of the biggest fears we have is
losing our independence. Maintaining your capability to perform the
common activities of daily living is fundamental to your ability to live
independently. Strategically exercising to focus on enhancing your
functional fitness will help you stay independent and enjoy life.



Maintaining Your Independence

As we age, the incidence of functional limitations
increase dramatically, often leading to disability and falls.
These are the primary reasons people move to nursing
homes and assisted-living facilities. Integrating functional
fitness into your routine is a healthy aging strategy that
helps improve your balance, agility and muscle strength,
along with reducing your fall risk.

Functional fitness exercises are designed to train and
develop your muscles to make it easier and safer for you
to perform everyday activities, such as carrying groceries
or picking up your grandchildren. They are practical
exercises that replicate actions such as getting up from
a toilet or getting out of bed.

Functional fitness focuses on strengthening and
simulating common large body movements you do at
home, at work or in sports. These exercises emphasize
core stability while simultaneously using various muscles
in your upper and lower body.

Combating Muscle Loss

Although we all will have some degree of muscle loss
as we age, how much muscle is lost and how fast it
happens depends on how well you take care of your
body. The best medicine available to maintain muscle
mass is exercise and a healthy diet. Staying active
and exercising regularly can significantly slow your
muscle loss.

Losing muscle mass limits your ability to take care of
yourself. Simple tasks like getting dressed, using the
bathroom and walking become difficult. As muscle
mass decreases, it becomes harder to maintain your
balance or walk at a normal speed which both increase
falling risk. The consequences of falling are not just
injury or an extended medical stay, but the loss of your
ability to live independently.
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While loss of muscle mass is a process that naturally
comes with aging, you have the power to control it.
Regularly making time to fit functional exercise into your
schedule is worth it. You will see long-term benefits not
only in strength, but also improvement in your overall
health and your quality of life.

Strength and Balance Prevent Falls

A well-rounded fitness program designed for optimal
aging also includes core and balance training

to combat muscle loss and minimize fall risks.
Incorporating flexibility training too can improve
muscular function and your range of motion.

Core exercises train your pelvis, lower back, hips and
abdomen muscles to work in harmony. This leads to
better balance and stability. A strong core makes it
easier to do everything from swinging a golf club to
bending down to tie your shoes or walking your dog.
Functional fitness exercises emphasize core stability
because you use various muscles in the upper and
lower body at the same time.

Balance exercises are particularly important for older
adults because they prevent falls. Nearly any activity
that keeps you on your feet and moving, such as
walking, can help you maintain good balance. Since
many older adults already use walking as their primary
exercise for cardiovascular health, this activity provides
a dual benefit. Even practicing single leg stands can
improve your stability.

Final Thoughts

Make sure your approach to exercise is designed to
help you achieve your overall fitness goals and increase
your ability to remain independent. As you add more
functional exercises to your workout, you will have the
strength and stamina to participate in activities that
bring enjoyment and fun into your life. That’s quite a
return on your exercise investment!



Expert Insight

Take Action Now Michael J. Joyner, M.D., Professor of Anesthesiology

at Mayo Clinic, Rochester, Minnesota.

e Experiment With Tools. Try doing
exercises using dumbbells, kettle bells,
medicine balls, stability balls, TRX
suspension straps or strength bands.

If you are comfortable jumping rope do it!

e Stand On One Foot. Balance on one foot
when you are standing in line or waiting
for an elevator. Shut your eyes for an
extra challenge.

e Vary Your Pace. Take a walk using
alternating periods of rapid and slower
movements to train your body to respond
quicker to trip hazards.

e Seek Resources. Make an appointment
with a fitness professional at Charter
House or the Dan Abraham Healthy
Living Center to identify how you can
incorporate functional fitness into your
exercise program.

¢ Take a Tai Chi Class. To improve your
balance and stability get a free copy of
the Mayo Clinic Patient Education videos
Mindful Movements: Gentle Yoga and
Gentle Movements Tai Chi Qigong from the
Patient Education Center, Siebens building,
subway level.

e Eat Protein. Incorporate protein into your
diet to help build your muscle mass.

GOAL: Evaluate your fitness regime
to identify one new functional
fitness exercise you can add into it.

As you age, it is vital to incorporate things
into your life that will minimize your decline.
One of the most significant things that

will impact your level of independence

is losing your strength and coordination.
This is why people fall. Your functional
capacity is impacted by your skeletal
muscle strength. Once you lose the ability
to get up, your world gets smaller which
impacts your cognition and your quality

of life. So, declare war on your skeletal
muscle loss. Focus your functional fitness
training on building up your strength and
coordination. Use strength training to build
up your skeletal muscle so you can perform
your daily activities. Engage in programs
designed to improve your balance. Then
incorporate quality nutrition into your diet
to keep your muscle mass in good shape.
Protein is critical as it helps build your
skeletal muscle. This will help your body’s
complex mechanisms continue to operate
together to keep you healthy and able to
enjoy life.

12 Strategies for Healthy Aging: ENHANCE FUNCTIONAL FITNESS | 3



Charter House

211 2nd Street NW
Rochester, MN 55901

507-266-8572
www.charterhouse-mayo.org
email: charterhouse@mayo.edu

Find us on facebook

Dan Abraham Healthy Living Center

565 1st St SW
Rochester, MN 55901

507-266-4688
dahlc.mayoclinic.org
email: dahlc@mayo.edu

Find us on facebook
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