
Older Adults and Overload: How 
Much is Enough?
by Michelle Matte

Is Overload Appropriate?
Each time I get a class of new students, I ask by show of hands 
whether overload is appropriate for older adults, and each time 
at least two-thirds of the students say it is not. Yet overload is 
the entire premise behind adaptation. In order for the human 

body to get stronger and more fit, it must be challenged to perform in ways it is not accustomed to. In other 
words, you have to exceed the parameters of your comfort zone in order to affect change. For older adults, 
the overload principle must be applied if they are to get stronger and reap the health benefits of exercise. 
Knowing how much is enough is key for the fitness professional working with older adults.

Evaluation and Assessment
Careful assessment and evaluation are especially important when training older adults. Because this de-
mographic varies widely from one individual to the next, from frail to robust, you must approach each as-
sessment without presumption. Even determining which battery of assessments to use is important. Some 
older adults will be able to perform the same assessments you use with younger and middle aged clients, 
while for others it will be more appropriate to use assessments designed specifically for older adults. The 
American Council of Sports Medicine, or ACSM, notes that a trial and error approach may be effective for 
determining appropriate overload. To do so, begin with light resistance and count the repetitions to fatigue, 
or when a well executed repetition can no longer be performed. You want to find the resistance that induces 
muscular fatigue between 10 and 15 repetitions, which reflects 65 to 75 percent of maximal strength.

Speed, ROM and Function
Control is critical when training older adults. Exercises should be done slowly, with special attention paid to 
the eccentric phase, when muscles are lengthening as resistance moves in the direction of gravity. Each 
repetition should be mechanically sound, taking the joints through their full functional range of motion. Ex-
ercises using free weights, body weight and elastic resistance are preferable to machines, as they elicit a 
more functional adaptation. Exercises that require balance and control, and that recruit other muscle groups 
as stabilizers, will help you older adult clients become more proficient at everyday tasks, putting them at 
lower risk of injury. The ACSM encourages the use of multiple-joint exercises over single joint to promoted 
improved function. For example, exercises like bench presses, rows and squats are of greater benefit than 
triceps extensions, biceps curls and leg extensions.

Frequency, Duration and Progression
For older adults, the ACSM recommends resistance training sessions three times per week, addressing all 
major muscle groups, with at least 48 hours recovery time between sessions. For cardiovascular exercise, 
moderate to vigorous intensity exercise should be performed at least five days per week, for a cumulative 30 
minutes per day. The exercise need not be performed in a single session. Shorter bouts performed through-
out the day will produce similar gains in fitness. As your client becomes stronger, you should apply the 
principle of progression by gradually increasing exercise intensity. For cardiovascular exercise, vary speed, 
incline or mode. For resistance training, gradually increase weight or vary mode. Stretching should be incor-
porated into each exercise session to improve muscle elasticity and promote optimal joint function.
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Educating yourself about older adult health is key to successfully working with this diverse population. W.I.T.S. has got you covered, with
certification and continuing education courses including Certified Older Adult Fitness Specialist, Certified Personal Trainer, Older Adult
Fitness Foundations, and Exercise Program Design for Special Populations.

Emergency Response Tips For 
Personal Trainers
By David Herbert, Attorney at Law

In the delivery of personal fitness training services by any profes-
sional to any client untoward events can and do occur. Lawyers 
often refer to the issue as a question of foreseeability. Injuries and 
deaths in personal training activities are clearly foreseeable. De-
spite the best of circumstances such matters will occur no mat-
ter how infrequently. As a result, personal trainers must prepare 
to deal with such events or their conduct or lack thereof can be 
deemed to be substandard and therefore negligent.

Knowing that untoward events will occur during activity should 
prepare all fitness professionals to take steps to respond to these foreseeable events. The first step in the 
process is to assess the facility and its preparedness to respond to foreseeable emergency events. To com-
plete this first step, fitness professionals need to assess their physical facility and the activities carried on in 
that arena. The following questions need to be asked:

• How far are public emergency response services (EMS)?
• What is the travel time between that EMS and the facility?
• Is the EMS composed of volunteers who must first transport themselves from wherever they are to the 

EMS unit for every response or are they employed and readily available at the EMS unit?
• Is the response time between an EMS unit and the facility fast enough for EMS to arrive to adequately

address an emergency event taking place in the facility?
• If not fast enough, what must the facility do, if anything, to respond to client needs until EMS can arrive?
• Should the facility have its own emergency response plan to carry out until EMS arrives or in the event

that EMS services are not needed?
• If so, is first aid help available? Is CPR trained staff available? Is an AED required or available?
• Does the facility have a land line or lines available to summon off premises EMS to the facility?

If not, will cell phones suffice?

How these questions and others are addressed will determine what facilities and professionals need to do 
to adequately plan for responding to foreseeable events. In order to raise the right questions and secure 
the proper answers for the purposes of putting emergency response services into play in the event of need, 
professionals should form a small core group to develop an Emergency Action Plan (EAP). The plan should 
be developed by facility personnel along with representatives from the EMS unit which is likely to respond 
to facility needs. In the process, the care to be given by the local EMS unit must be defined and assessed. 
Then an appropriate facility response can be planned based upon the EMS services which can be provided.

Joint planning between a facility and a local EMS unit can greatly assist in all of the foregoing. If a response 
by an EMS unit is more than a few minutes away, more emergency planning and preparation will be re-
quired. Additional equipment will also then probably be required by the facility. However, first aid and CPR 
must be required as part of any emergency response plan. An AED may also be required by state law and/
or particular circumstances. Both the International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (IHRSA) and 
other fitness professional organizations recommend that these issues be dealt with by all health and fitness 
facilities.

Emergency response plans need to be rehearsed and those rehearsals need to be used to evaluate and 
modify emergency response planning. Records of rehearsals need to be created and preserved to prove the 
validity of such plans and the effectiveness of a facility’s response. Numerous other factors must be identi-
fied and evaluated. We shall explore some of these issues in one of the next columns.

This publication is written and published to provide accurate and authoritative information relevant to the subject matter presented. It is 
published with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering legal, medical or other professional services 
by reason of the authorship or publication of this work. If legal, medical or other expert assistance is required, the services of such compe-
tent professional persons should be sought. Moreover, in the field of personal fitness training, the services of such competent profession-
als must be obtained.
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Digital Badges Webinar!
Webinar Description
Do you have your W.I.T.S Digital Badge yet 
and aren’t sure what to do with it? Join us as 
we explore the process of earning and sharing 
your W.I.T.S digital badges in a variety of social 
media venues. Learn how this valuable tool 
can help you grow your brand and establish 
credibility in the field. 

When: June 30th 2016, 2016 3:00PM EDT

Presenter Bio: 
Dave Johnson, M.Ed., has been with W.I.T.S. since 2009 and is the head of the W.I.T.S. Badge Team. Dave 
has a passion for gamification and is always looking for new ways to use technology to spread the word 
about what W.I.T.S. graduates are doing. 

Amy Hyams, Ed.D has worked in adult and continuing education for over 20 years. She currently serves as 
V.P. of Education for W.I.T.S. 

Complimentary for W.I.T.S. Alumni Participants must attend the Power Point webinar via the web link pro-
vided in order to receive the CEC/CEU online quiz for credit. Those who successfully pass with a 70% or 
higher will obtain 1 W.I.T.S / IACET CEU.
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Great Past Webinars To Improve
Your Career from W.I.T.S.!

FACEBOOK CONTEST! (JUMP IN AND DO A REVIEW!)
Be one of the 1st 100 to LIKE our Facebook & be entered into an immediate 
drawing. Winners will get sports bags, 5 STAR online career courses, 
Superman shirts and lots MORE!
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certification and continuing education courses including Being “Likeable”: Social Media Strategies for Attracting and Delighting your Clients,
Being REAL and Creating Relationships on Social Media and Do More than “Like”: Invite, Engage and Communicate on Social Media.

 CLICK ON THE LINK TO CUSTOMIZE YOUR INFORMATION TODAY!
PASSWORD: CertifiedTrainer
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