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Have You Lost Muscle Strength 

Because of the Pandemic?  

By Thomas B. Gilliam, Ph.D. 

 

Over the last several years, I have 

written about what the research says 

regarding how a healthy muscle mass 

reduces risk for certain diseases and 

injuries as well as enhancing the 

immune system to help fight off 

infections and viruses. 

Unfortunately, the Covid pandemic 

has hampered many people’s daily 

physical activities including fitness 

workouts at fitness centers.   

• HOW MUCH CARDIO/STRENGTH 

HAVE YOU LOST SINCE THE 

BEGINNING OF THE PANDEMIC? 

Because of the pandemic, fitness 

centers closed for at least several 

months with some opening back up 

with restrictions as early as June.  As 

a result, many individuals have not 

been as physically active compared to 

their pre-Covid days especially when 

it comes to maintaining a healthy and 

strong muscle mass.  The good news 

is that many individuals continued 

with aerobic activities outdoors such 

as walking, jogging, cycling, hiking 

and swimming.  But even these 

outdoor activities will become more 

difficult to do in certain parts of the 

country with the winter season right 

around the corner. 

But maintaining strength without the 

use of specialized weight machines or 

free weight devices is difficult.  

Certain exercises can be done using 

one’s body weight such as push-ups 

but the choices are limited. 

• HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE BEFORE 

THE BODY BEGINS TO LOSE 

STRENGTH AND MUSCLE MASS IF 

RESISTANCE TRAINING IS STOPPED? 

A number of studies have 

investigated this question and most 

of these studies involve an older 

population (ages >65 years).   But the 

outcomes from these studies can be 

extrapolated to a younger 

population.   

Muscle needs to be stimulated with 

resistance (overloaded) in order for 

muscle to maintain strength or get 

stronger no matter what your age.  

When an injury occurs to a limb such 
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as a broken upper arm and the arm 

needs to be immobilized (casted), the 

girth of the muscles in the arm begins 

to deteriorate (atrophy) within 2-days 

and within a month nearly 40-45% of 

muscle strength and mass are lost.  

The percent lost will vary depending 

on size of the muscle (i.e., thigh 

muscle vs. upper arm muscle) with 

the larger muscle losing more but 

rebounding more quickly. 

Failure to keep up with your strength 

training is not the same as an 

immobilized limb because you are 

still physically active.  But the 

research shows there is a significant 

loss in muscle strength and mass in 1-

year after resistance training has 

ceased.   However, the rate of loss 

can be attenuated with a resistance 

training maintenance program (i.e., 

once per week). 

For corporate health and safety 

professionals, what impact has the 

potential loss of strength with your 

employees had on their ability to 

safely perform the essential functions 

of the job. 

There is some good news: 

o Covid has been with us for 

about 6-months.   You have 

probably lost some muscle 

strength if you have not done 

anything to overload the 

muscle in last 6-months but the 

loss of strength can come back 

quickly due to muscle memory. 

o If you don’t have access to 

weight devices typically found 

in fitness centers, start a 

calisthentic program such as 

push-ups, chair dips, wall 

squats, planks and the like to 

begin to stimulate the muscle 

(see below).  You can search 

via the internet for other 

exercises using your body 

weight.  (But remember, be 

safe and check with your 

doctor before getting involved 

with an exercise routine). 

o Unfortunately, increasing 

muscle strength is frustrating 

because it seems like it takes 

forever to increase but it only 

takes a few days to lose it.  And 

that is true.  But don’t let that 

frustration stop you from 

getting involved in resistance 

training type programs 

because the benefits far 

outweigh that frustration. 

 

o The flu season is upon us 

and a healthy muscle 

mass contributes to an 

enhanced immune 

system (one of the  
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benefits) which is 

designed to protect us 

from infections and 

viruses. 

 

 

o This is a good time to 

get back to your 

exercise routine to 

better prepare your 

body for the stress of 

the flu season as well 

as the continued Covid 

pandemic. 

 


