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When 'Low Endurance' is the Wrong
Problem

Older adults are often told they need to “build

endurance.” But in many cases, endurance is not
the real limitation. And addressing it the wrong
way increases their risk.

Endurance describes how long someone can keep going. Reserve describes how well
the body recovers after effort. These are very different. An older adult with limited
reserve may complete a walk, an errand, or a therapy session without issue. The
problem shows up later.

Hours or a day later, fatigue sets in. Balance worsens. Thinking slows. Confidence drops.
Sometimes a fall or hospitalization follows. This is not poor endurance or “a bad day.” It
is impaired recovery.

In other words, they have borrowed from tomorrow to get through today.

Geriatric research supports this distinction. Frailty is not defined by failing a task in the
moment, but by reduced physiologic reserve and an inability to return to baseline after
stress. Even small challenges can trigger outsized consequences when reserve is low
(Rockwood & Mitnitski, The Lancet).

Other aging research shows that limited reserve predicts falls, disability, and
hospitalization better than single performance measures, even when observed activity
appears adequate (Ferrucci et al., studies from the Baltimore Longitudinal Study of

Aging).

This is why surface performance can be misleading. Someone may “look fine” during an
activity, while their true risk only becomes visible after the stress has passed.

Treating limited reserve like an endurance problem increases risk. More volume
increases fatigue, narrows safety margins, and raises fall risk when recovery is impaired.
It also shapes a harmful self-story: “l just don't have the energy.” Over time, that belief
leads to more self-protection, less movement, and faster decline.

When reserve is the limiting factor, the goal is not to push longer, but to rebuild margin
so everyday activity costs less.
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