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levels. That may sound dire, but 
the pill comes sugar-coated: a 
break of about four weeks from 
intensive exercise will cause only 
a relatively small setback, and 
fitness will return to its previous 
level within just a few weeks of 
resuming your intensive training. 

If, however, you are a stop/starter, 
who religiously goes to the gym 
for a few weeks, then gets bored 
and stops until the next fitness fad 
comes along, you stand to lose all 
your aerobic gains in as little as a 
month. After three months, your 
muscles will have withered, and 
even walking up stairs will be 
harder. After six months, your 
fitness levels will be a write-off, 
and it will take 12-18 months to 
build back up to a level where you 
can afford to have the odd few 
weeks off without depleting your 
reserves. 

If you are a seasoned exerciser, 
then yes, a week or two off 
won’t do much harm, because 
it’s true, muscles have memory. 
But not a great one. They will 
continue to be strong for a few 
months, but if you suddenly stop 
working out, you are at risk of 
losing everything you have 
worked so hard to achieve, at a 
startling rate. 

The effects are slightly less 
drastic for regular exercisers 
who have worked out three to 
four times a week for 40-60 
minutes for more than a year. 
One week of little or no exercise 
will not produce any significant 
change, but after three months 
of inactivity, you will lose 50% 
of your cardiovascular fitness. 
After six months, you will be a 
relative beginner, and it would 
take six to 18 weeks of training 
three or four times a week to 
regain your previous fitness 

So, consider all of that when 
you go on holiday. The op-
tion of a holiday maintenance 
routine becomes all the more 
compelling when you con-
sider the metabolic changes 
(i.e. fat-burning potential) 
that occur when you stop 
altogether.  

First, your heart-stroke vol-
ume (the amount of blood 
pumped in each beat) de-
creases, which means your 
body cannot supply as much 
oxygen to muscles and your 
ability to burn calories de-
creases. Second, your lactate 
threshold (the point when 
your legs start burning during 
exercise) becomes lower, so 
your body relies far more on �
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glycogen reserves (sugar in 
the blood and muscles) for 
energy and becomes less 
willing to burn fat. 

So, be warned: it is not al-
ways easy to exercise, but if 
you don’t make time, the 
slide back to being totally 
unfit is slippery. 

 


