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Elite sports training program can be modified to slow, and even reverse, symptoms of frailty in aged people
A muscle strengthening program that has revolutionised training for many elite athletes can be modified to slow and even reverse frailty in older people, according to an internationally acclaimed physiologist.

Professor John Faulkner, who is in Brisbane for the ComBio 2006 biological science conference, said today the training program could be carefully designed for older people to address the conditions of frailty, including the wasting away of muscle tissue, weakness and susceptibility to injury.

He said research involving so-called plyometric training programs among aged people had shown some remarkable results in terms of regaining muscle strength.

Plyometric training, which involved rebounding exercises to improve the elastic recoil of tendons and muscles, is now widely used in many elite sports to increase speed and strength.

Professor Faulkner, Professor of Molecular and Integrated Physiology and Biomedical Engineering at the University of Michigan, said when skeletal muscles are activated, the muscle fibres attempt to shorten.

"But whether the fibres, shorten, stay at the same length, or are lengthened, depends on the interaction between the force developed by the fibres and the external load on the muscle," he explained.

"Consequently, for the incredible complexity of human movement, muscles undergo each of the three types of contractions at different times.

"The plyometric training programs, that include each of the three types of contractions, have revolutionised training in many high performance sports.
"Evidence from well-designed investigations supports the advantages of such plyometric training programs to be implemented with appropriate modifications for the frail, elderly population."
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Professor Faulkner today presented research outcomes of these training programs at the ComBio 2006 conference at the Brisbane Convention Centre.  ComBio has brought together more than 1,000 delegates from around the world for Australasia's premier biological sciences conference.

Professor Faulkner is living proof of the benefits of an active lifestyle in older years.  A former marathon runner and cross country skier, he is an 82 year old grandfather and one of the world's most distinguished scientists who still works 50 hours each week.

He said with ageing, the skeletal muscles become smaller, weaker, slower, more subject to fatigue, and more susceptible to contraction-induced injury.

"The most significant aged-related change in muscle structure occurs between 50 and 80 years of age with the loss of about 50 per cent of the fibres in essentially all muscles," he said.  "The loss appears to be immutable and it occurs in males and females."

Professor Faulkner has researched plyometric training programs for men and women aged 20 to 30 years and another group of males and females from 70 to 85 years.

He said there had been some excellent outcomes from the 12-week programs, however great care was required in designing the training for older people because of the potential of lengthening contractions to cause permanent injury.

"There is no doubt that the condition of frailty can be slowed and even reversed by a commitment to an active lifestyle that includes a well-designed exercise program.

"It is most important to maintain an active lifestyle, and the earlier people do this the better.  The message should reach loud and clear all the way to schools because of the global epidemic of obesity, particularly among young people who now lead relatively sedentary lives."
The five-day ComBio conference is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the New Zealand Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australian Physiological Society, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology, the Australian Society of Plant Scientists and the New Zealand Society of Plant Physiologists.

FOR INTERVIEW:
Professor John Faulkner is available for interview.  To arrange, please contact Trevor Gill, Conference Media Relations, on 0418 821948 
