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To The extreme

You’ve seen her at the gym. She 
is the one banging out 10K on the 
treadmill at full tilt, pumping serious 
iron in the weight room and still going 
hard at it long after you’ve cooled down 
and showered. 

Kellie Saltzman of Richmond Hill, 
Ont., is that woman. Petite and blond, 
Saltzman works out for at least two 
hours every day. The 38-year-old mom 
of three also teaches 12 exercise classes 
a week, instructing two to five classes 
back to back in addition to her daily 
workout. A personal trainer comes to 
her house once a week to help her hone 
her routine. “I’m addicted,” she admits. 
“I love every minute of it.”

Saltzman is part of a growing trend of 
fitness fanatics. As an example of how 
über-exercising is gaining popularity, 
consider that participation in triath-
lons has gone up by more than 300 per 
cent in the last five years, according to  
Triathlon Canada, and enrolment in 
marathons in this country has doubled. 
Furthermore, with popular smartphone 
apps such as MapMyRun and Run-
Keeper, which upload your latest work-
out to Facebook and Twitter, exercising 

We all know regular exercise is a good thing.  
But can you take it too far? How much is too much 
when it comes to working out? / BY Kate DaleY
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to the max is not just socially accept-
able — it’s encouraged. 

Saltzman wasn’t always a fitness 
fiend. Overweight as a child and unfit 
in her early twenties, she began work-
ing out at a gym. She struggled again 
with weight gain after having kids, but 
as her children got older and she had 
more time for herself, she started at-
tending group fitness classes. Two years 
ago, she became an instructor. 

“My motivation is to maintain my 
body weight, my muscle mass, and get 
that euphoric feeling from working out 
— I get off on it,” Saltzman explains. “I 
also never want to be fat again. That 
just plays over and over in my head.” 
When she had breast augmentation 
surgery three years ago, the thought of 
not exercising during the six-week re-
covery time induced panic. “I thought, 
Oh my god, what am I going to do? 
When can I get back on the treadmill?” 

Saltzman hits the gym with a group 
of like-minded women, one of whom 
is Helen Coutts, a 44-year-old Toronto 
dentist with washboard abs. The mus-
cular brunette has a similar routine  
of about an hour each of cardio and 
weight training six days a week. “My 
husband calls me crazy,” Coutts con-
cedes. “I’ll sometimes start working 
out at 11 at night because I just have to 
get it in. It’s a need for me to be like 
that and I don’t know why.” She de-
scribes it as a “little bit” of an addic-
tion. “I need that feeling of satisfaction 
afterwards,” she says. “It’s a natural 
high. I feel like I’m on top of the world.”

When Coutts was doing karate, a 
sport she got into through her kids, 
now 16 and 14, she broke a bone in her 
foot and was advised to take it easy for 
a month and a half. “It was the hardest 
six weeks of my life,” she admits. “I 
would go to the dojo and punch a bag 
along with the rest of the class even 
though I couldn’t move my lower body. 
It really is a sickness, I think, in my 
head. I couldn’t stay away, even though 
I couldn’t do anything. I had to get my-
self in there.” 

While Coutts has always been into 
fitness, she says she’s needed to work 
out more in the last 10 years to get her 
body to look a certain way. She sees the 
same gym rats (the youngest is 25, the 

oldest 60) every time she works out. 
“We’re always running to find a work-
out and some of us are members at mul-
tiple gyms. I think it’s pretty normal.” 

New research shows that body image, 
once considered the burden of young 
females, continues to be an issue for 
midlife women. A study published on-
line last June in the International Jour-
nal of Eating Disorders found that 
among the more than 1,800 women  
50 and over who were surveyed, 7.5 per 
cent popped diet pills, seven per cent 
participated in extreme exercise, 2.5 per 
cent used diuretics and two per cent 
took laxatives. 

It might not be only a desire to look 
like Jennifer Aniston that provides mo-
tivation. Studies have proven that ex-
ercise can be as addictive as drugs. And 
when women such as Coutts talk about 
the “natural high,” they’re not wrong. 
Runner’s high is that euphoric feel- 
ing created by a chemical release in  
the brain of feel-good endorphins and  
dopamine (the same chemical released 
when someone takes heroin or co-
caine). It seems that high may act on 
the brain to cause addictive-like behav-
iour, as shown in a study led by Robin 
Kanarek, interim dean of the Friedman 
School of Nutrition at Tufts University 
in Boston, and published in 2009 in Be-
havioral Neuroscience. 

Kanarek’s team studied two groups 
of rats: one group ran in an exercise 
wheel; the other was inactive. Both sets 
were given naloxone, the same medica-
tion administered to drug overdose pa-
tients. The running rats subsequently 
experienced symptoms of opiate with-
drawal, such as diarrhea, weight loss 
and shaking. The more active the rats, 
the worse the symptoms, lending legit-
imacy to the hypothesis that exercise 
increases the pleasure chemicals in the 
brain similar to how a drug addict’s 
brain functions. “We concluded that 
excessive running is addictive, at least 
in animals,” explains Kanarek.

That may be true for humans too, al-
though there are no specific treatment 
programs for excessive exercising itself 
since it is not a recognized disorder. 
It’s usually treated under the category 
of general eating disorders, explains 
Valerie Taylor, chief of psychiatry at 
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Women’s College Hospital in Toronto. 
In answer to why it has become more 
common in midlife women, Taylor ex-
plains, “The older population can be-
come really unhappy, depressed even, 
with their body weight, and can be-
come obsessed with trying to get their 
body a certain way.” 

A barrage of media images of midlife 
women who have the figures of teens 
doesn’t help. But, warns Taylor, not  
everyone who frequently hits the gym 
has an issue. “If it starts to significantly 
cut into your social life, time spent with 
your family or at work or if it impacts 
your health, such as if you’ve been told 
by a physician not to exercise and you 
continue — once that happens, it be-
comes a problem.”

Saltzman agrees. “There’s a fine line 
between over-exercising and exercis-
ing,” she says. “I’m sure in my husband’s 
opinion and my family’s opinion I over-
exercise. I try to listen to my body, but I 
know I push it too hard right now.” M

“As people Age, they are 
more predisposed to injury, 
even at a lower exercise in-
tensity,” explains Toronto-
based sport medicine doctor 
Douglas Stoddard. The 
structure of your joints and 
soft tissues (muscles and 
tendons) becomes stiffer 
and weaker with age and 
more prone to damage.

And if you continue to 
overexert yourself? You’ll 
have to start pulling out big-
ger and bigger guns to heal 
the injured area, says Stod-
dard. A large percentage of 
injuries can be handled with 
activity modification therapy 
— but for the stubborn few 
who won’t slow down, more 
invasive methods, such as 
surgery, may be in their fu-
ture. Watch out for....
>> Tendinopathy An in-
flamed or degenerative ten-
don is the number one 

overuse-related injury. It can 
take a few months before the 
pain registers; by then, often 
the damage is already done. 
>> Muscle strain This occurs 
when muscles are over-
stretched or torn. A low-
grade overstretched muscle 
can recover in two to four 
weeks, but muscle tearing 
can take eight to 12 weeks  
to heal.  
>> Joint damage If you’re 
constantly overloading a 
joint, injury can eventually 
lead to degeneration, also 
called osteoarthritis. All con-
nective tissue can be af-
fected, including cartilage, 
bone, ligaments, tendons 
and muscles. 
>> Stress fractures While 
more rare, these tiny bone 
cracks can be caused by re-
petitive force or exacerbated 
by other bone conditions 
such as osteoporosis.

the 
physical 

toll


