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ANABOLIC RESISTANCE 
Why Muscle Needs a Stronger Signal as We Age 

Understand It • Challenge It • Build Muscle for Life 

 

Rodney C. Curtis, MD 
Metabolism-U LLC 

 

Metabolism-U Perspective 
Anabolic resistance does not mean older muscle has lost the ability to grow. It means the anabolic response to a given 
stimulus can be blunted, making resistance training, adequate high-quality protein, daily movement, and recovery 
increasingly important. 

 

 

Educational & Medical Disclaimer 

This publication is for educational purposes only and is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any disease. 
Exercise and nutrition recommendations must be individualized according to health status, medications, kidney 
function, nutritional status, training experience, and physical limitations. Older adults with chronic disease, frailty, 
recent hospitalization or surgery, or significant orthopedic or cardiovascular limitations should discuss major changes 
in exercise or protein intake with an appropriate healthcare professional. 

AI tools are used to edit and format this article for publication. 

© 2026 Metabolism-U LLC. All Rights Reserved. 
This publication may be shared in its complete, unaltered form for educational purposes with attribution. 
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Why This Blueprint Matters 
Muscle loss with aging is often discussed as though it were a simple consequence of getting older. The biology is more 
interesting, and more actionable. Skeletal muscle is capable of adaptation throughout later life, but the response to 
growth signals can become less robust. A meal containing adequate protein may stimulate muscle growth less 
strongly than it once did. A modest exercise stimulus may no longer create the same adaptive growth response. 
Scientists commonly describe this reduced responsiveness as anabolic resistance. 

Anabolic resistance matters because skeletal muscle is far more than tissue that changes our appearance. Muscle 
generates movement, supports balance and mobility, helps us rise from a chair and climb stairs, contributes to 
glucose disposal and overall metabolic health. Importantly, it provides energy and functional reserve during illness or 
injury. When muscle and strength decline, the margin between what we can do and what daily life requires becomes 
smaller. For Metabolism-U, protecting muscle is therefore part of protecting physiological reserve, resilience, and 
independence. 

The encouraging message is not that aging can be ignored. It is that the anabolic system is still trainable. Recent 
evidence continues to show that older muscle can mount meaningful responses when an adequate stimulus is 
provided. The practical task is to make those signals strong enough, frequent enough, and sustainable enough to 
support adaptation over time. 

Muscle Is Always Being Remodeled 
Skeletal muscle is dynamic tissue. Every day, muscle proteins are being synthesized and broken down. Muscle protein 
synthesis (MPS) builds new muscle proteins, while muscle protein breakdown removes existing proteins. Neither 
process is inherently good or bad; normal tissue maintenance requires both. What matters over time is the balance 
between them. Repeated periods in which synthesis exceeds breakdown support maintenance or growth, while a 
persistent negative balance contributes to loss of muscle tissue. 

Two of the most important anabolic signals available to us are resistance exercise and dietary amino acids derived 
from protein. Resistance exercise creates mechanical and metabolic signals that tell muscle it must become better 
able to meet future demands. Protein supplies essential amino acids, the building blocks required for repair and 
remodeling. Exercise and nutrition are therefore complementary: training creates the demand for adaptation, and 
nutrition helps provide the substrate and signal needed to build it. 

Insulin also participates in muscle protein metabolism, particularly by restraining protein breakdown and coordinating 
nutrient handling, but simply producing more insulin does not substitute for resistance exercise or adequate amino-
acid availability. Muscle adaptation is an integrated process involving mechanical loading, amino-acid delivery, 
intracellular signaling, energy availability, blood flow, recovery, and repeated exposure over time. 

What Is Anabolic Resistance? 
Anabolic resistance is a reduced muscle protein synthetic response to an anabolic stimulus such as protein ingestion 
or resistance exercise. It does not mean that muscle is completely resistant to growth, and it is not synonymous with 
sarcopenia. Sarcopenia is a progressive skeletal muscle disorder in which low muscle strength is the primary clinical 
feature; low muscle quantity or quality confirms the diagnosis, and poor physical performance indicates greater 
severity. It can substantially compromise the functional capacity needed for daily life. Anabolic resistance is one 
biological mechanism that may contribute to age-related loss of muscle, especially when combined with inactivity, 
illness, inadequate nutrition, and other catabolic pressures. 

One way to visualize anabolic resistance is as a shift in the dose-response curve. A stimulus that once produced a 
substantial anabolic response may now produce a smaller one. In practical terms, a low-protein meal or very easy 
exercise session may fall below the level needed to produce a meaningful response in an older adult. Increasing the 
quality of the signal, through appropriately challenging and progressive resistance exercise, sufficient high-quality 
protein, and regular physical activity, can move the response in a more favorable direction and build new muscle. 

Importantly, the size of anabolic resistance varies among people and circumstances. Chronological age is only part of 
the story. Physical activity, training history, body composition, illness, inflammation, insulin resistance, energy intake, 
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hospitalization, and periods of disuse can all influence anabolic responsiveness. This is why two people of the same 
age can have very different muscle trajectories. 

 

 
A simple dose-response graphic showing a lower threshold in younger muscle and a right-shifted/blunted response in older 

muscle, with sufficiently strong resistance exercise and protein still producing a meaningful anabolic response. 

 
Metabolism-U Insight 
The problem is not that older muscle cannot adapt. The problem is that weak signals are easier to ignore. The practical 
response is to create a stronger, clearer, and repeated reason for muscle to remain. 

 

Why Anabolic Resistance Develops 
No single mechanism explains anabolic resistance. Aging can alter intracellular signaling involved in protein synthesis, 
amino-acid delivery and handling, muscle perfusion, mitochondrial function, inflammatory tone, neuromuscular 
function, and the cellular environment in which adaptation occurs. These changes interact with the accumulated 
effects of lifestyle and disease. The result is not a simple on/off switch but a gradual reduction in the efficiency with 
which muscle translates anabolic signals into new tissue. 

Physical inactivity is particularly important because disuse can create anabolic resistance independent of aging. 
Studies of bed rest and step reduction show that surprisingly short periods of inactivity can reduce muscle protein 
synthesis, insulin sensitivity, muscle mass, and strength, with older adults often showing greater vulnerability. This 
helps explain why hospitalization, immobilization, orthopedic injury, and prolonged sedentary periods can be so 
consequential later in life. The muscle lost during a brief setback may take far longer to rebuild than it took to lose. 

Obesity, insulin resistance, and chronic low-grade inflammation may further impair the anabolic environment. At the 
same time, inadequate energy or protein intake can leave the body without sufficient substrate to maintain lean 
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tissue. Acute illness, surgery, cancer treatment, and other catabolic stresses can increase protein needs while 
appetite and activity fall. Anabolic resistance is therefore best understood as the product of aging interacting with 
disuse, nutrition, metabolic health, and disease, and not as an unavoidable consequence of a birthday. 

Progressive Resistance Training: The Strongest Signal We Can Create 
Progressive resistance training is the cornerstone of an anabolic-resistance strategy because it directly challenges 
skeletal muscle to produce force and adapt. Considerable evidence shows that resistance training can improve 
muscle strength and size and can also contribute to better power and physical function. In older adults, resistance 
training is one of the most powerful available countermeasures to disuse, age-related weakness, and declining 
physical capacity. 

The word progressive matters. Muscle adapts to the demands repeatedly placed upon it. If the same easy resistance, 
repetitions, and effort are used indefinitely, the stimulus may eventually become too small to drive further adaptation. 
Progression can involve additional resistance, repetitions, sets, range of motion, improved technique, exercise 
difficulty, or other program variables. The objective is not maximal effort at every workout; it is an appropriate 
challenge that remains sufficient as capacity improves. 

For many older adults, training the major muscle groups at least two days each week is a reasonable health 
foundation, while individualized programs aimed at maximizing strength or hypertrophy should consider additional 
sessions and volume. Loads can vary, and useful muscle adaptation can occur across a range of resistances when 
sets are performed with adequate effort and good technique. Program design should account for training experience, 
joint health, cardiovascular status, balance, recovery, and personal goals. When physical limitations are substantial, 
physical therapy or qualified exercise supervision may be the safest way to create an effective stimulus. When starting 
a new routine, working with a qualified exercise professional can also help establish sound technique, appropriate 
progression, and potential safety considerations.  

Protein: Amount, Quality, and Distribution 
Protein is the nutritional partner to resistance training. The U.S. adult Recommended Dietary Allowance of 0.8 g/kg/day 
was designed as a population-level minimum to meet basic needs, not as a muscle-optimization target for every older 
adult. Expert groups focused on aging have commonly recommended at least about 1.0–1.2 g/kg/day for healthy older 
adults, with approximately 1.2–1.5 g/kg/day often considered during acute or chronic illness when clinically 
appropriate. People who train regularly or are deliberately trying to build or preserve muscle may benefit from intakes 
above the minimum, but the optimal target is individual rather than universal. In resistance-training research involving 
healthy adults, benefits for lean-mass gain appear to plateau on average around 1.6 g/kg/day (about 0.7 g/lb/day), 
although individual needs vary. Intakes above this level are not automatically harmful in healthy people, however, 
older adults with kidney disease, significant chronic illness, or other relevant medical concerns should individualize 
higher-protein plans with their clinician or a qualified dietitian.  

Daily protein is only part of the picture. Because older muscle may respond less strongly to small protein doses, meals 
containing a meaningful amount of high-quality protein can be useful. Reviews commonly discuss approximately 0.4 
g/kg per meal as a practical starting concept for older adults, with some proposing a range of roughly 0.4–0.6 g/kg per 
meal depending on the person and meal pattern. These are not rigid prescriptions. Total daily intake, energy intake, 
appetite, body size, kidney function, food preferences, and the rest of the diet all matter. 

Protein quality refers in part to digestibility and essential amino-acid content. Leucine, an essential amino acid, is an 
important nutrient signal involved in initiating MPS, which is one reason leucine-rich, high-quality proteins such as 
dairy, eggs, meat, fish, and soy can be useful. A well-planned plant-based diet can also provide adequate total protein 
and essential amino acids. Whey protein is convenient and leucine-rich, but supplements are not mandatory. Whole 
foods can meet protein needs for many people. Protein supplements, such as whey protein powder, can be practical 
when appetite, convenience, chewing, or total food volume makes adequate intake difficult. 

Protein distribution deserves attention because many adults eat relatively little protein at breakfast, more at lunch, 
and most of it at dinner. Spreading meaningful protein doses across the day creates multiple opportunities to 
stimulate MPS. Evidence does not justify treating meal timing as more important than adequate total protein and 
resistance training, but distribution can become a useful refinement once those fundamentals are in place. In 
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practice, a reasonable strategy is to distribute meaningful protein servings across three to five eating occasions rather 
than concentrating most daily protein in a single meal. 

A Note About Kidney Disease 
Higher-protein strategies are not appropriate for everyone. People with advanced chronic kidney disease who are not 
receiving dialysis may require protein restriction or other individualized targets. Protein recommendations should be 
coordinated with the treating clinician or renal dietitian when kidney disease is present. 

 

 
Resistance exercise increases the muscle-building signal and sensitizes muscle to amino acids; adequate high-quality protein 

supplies essential amino acids. Together, repeated over time, they support muscle remodeling, strength, and reserve. 

 

Energy Balance and Body Composition 
Muscle cannot be separated from the body's overall energy environment. A prolonged or aggressive calorie deficit 
makes muscle gain more difficult and can increase the risk of losing lean tissue, particularly in older adults. When fat 
loss is medically or functionally appropriate, the goal should therefore be loss of excess adiposity while preserving as 
much muscle and strength as possible. Resistance training, adequate protein, and a sensible rate of weight loss 
become especially important. 

At the opposite extreme, simply eating more calories does not solve anabolic resistance. Chronic energy excess can 
increase visceral and ectopic fat and worsen insulin resistance in susceptible people. For someone attempting to 
build muscle, a modest energy surplus may sometimes be useful, but large surpluses are not required and can 
produce unnecessary fat gain. The desired outcome is better body composition and function, not merely a higher or 
lower scale weight. 

This distinction becomes increasingly important after 50. Losing ten pounds of mostly fat while preserving muscle is 
quite different from losing ten pounds that includes substantial lean tissue. Likewise, gaining several pounds of 
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muscle with minimal fat gain is different from indiscriminate weight gain. Body composition, strength, training 
performance, waist circumference, and functional capacity often tell a more meaningful story than body weight alone. 

Disuse: The Anabolic Emergency 
One of the most underappreciated threats to older muscle is abrupt inactivity. Bed rest studies demonstrate that days 
to weeks of disuse can produce measurable losses of leg lean mass and strength and can worsen the muscle 
response to feeding. Reduced step counts can also impair anabolic responsiveness. This means that an illness, 
hospitalization, joint injury, or postoperative period is not simply a pause in training; it can create a biologically 
different environment in which muscle is being lost more easily. 

Prevention begins before the setback. Entering surgery or illness with more muscle, strength, fitness, and nutritional 
reserve provides a larger buffer. During illness or recovery, the appropriate strategy depends on the medical situation, 
but unnecessary bed rest should be avoided when safe. Early mobilization, rehabilitation, adequate nutrition, and a 
deliberate return to resistance exercise can help rebuild lost capacity. The exact timing must be determined by the 
healthcare and rehabilitation team. 

This is also why consistency matters more than perfection. Missing an occasional workout is irrelevant in the context 
of years of training. Allowing months of progressive inactivity to become the new normal is different. Muscle responds 
to what we repeatedly ask it to do. 

Sleep, Recovery, and the Limits of “More” 
Resistance training creates the stimulus for adaptation; recovery is when the body responds to that stimulus. Older 
adults may experience greater variability in recovery because of sleep quality, chronic disease, medications, 
orthopedic limitations, training history, and other factors. The answer is not to avoid hard training, nor is it to assume 
that more volume is always better. The goal is enough high-quality work to stimulate adaptation without repeatedly 
exceeding the capacity to recover. 

Sleep supports physical and cognitive recovery and influences appetite, glucose regulation, hormonal rhythms, and 
training readiness. Rest days, variation in training stress, and attention to persistent pain or declining performance can 
help keep training sustainable. Recovery should not be confused with inactivity: light movement, walking, mobility 
work, and ordinary daily activity can coexist with recovery from resistance training. 

Supplements should remain secondary to these fundamentals. The supplement creatine monohydrate has evidence 
for improving strength and lean-mass outcomes when combined with resistance training in many adults, including 
older populations, and may be considered when medically appropriate. Other supplements are sometimes marketed 
as solutions to anabolic resistance, but none replaces progressive resistance training, sufficient protein and energy 
intake and consistency. The more complicated the supplement strategy becomes, the more important it is to ask 
whether the basics are actually being executed. 

The Metabolism-U Anabolic Resistance Framework 
Anabolic resistance is best managed as a system rather than as a single protein target or workout prescription. First, 
STIMULATE muscle with progressive resistance training. Second, SUPPLY sufficient high-quality protein and essential 
amino acids across the day. Third, MOVE regularly outside the gym to reduce the metabolic consequences of 
inactivity. Fourth, FUEL appropriately so that energy intake supports the current goal—muscle gain, weight 
maintenance, or fat loss without unnecessary lean-tissue loss. Fifth, RECOVER through adequate sleep and sensible 
training design. Sixth, PROTECT muscle during illness, injury, hospitalization, and weight loss. Finally, MEASURE the 
trajectory through strength, performance, body composition, nutrition, and function, and then ADAPT the plan. 

These elements reinforce one another. Progressive resistance exercise makes dietary amino acids more useful to 
muscle. Adequate protein supports recovery from training. Daily movement helps maintain metabolic health. Better 
cardiorespiratory fitness can improve work capacity and support a more active life. Appropriate body composition can 
improve movement and metabolic health. Recovery allows the next training stimulus to be productive. The objective is 
not one perfect anabolic event; it is thousands of favorable signals accumulated across years. 
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A pathway showing aging/disuse/inadequate stimulus on one side and progressive resistance training + adequate protein + 

movement + energy balance + recovery on the other, leading toward muscle preservation/growth, greater strength, physiological 
reserve, resilience, and independence. 

 
Metabolism-U Insight 
Healthy aging is not about asking how little muscle you can get by with. It is about building and preserving enough muscle 
and strength to meet your daily functional needs and to better support you when illness, surgery, and unexpected periods 
of inactivity strike. The primary goal is to enable you to live an independent and healthy life for as long as possible. 

 

Practical Takeaways 
For most adults over 50, the highest-yield strategy is straightforward: perform progressive resistance exercise for all 
major muscle groups at least twice per week, with additional training individualized to goals and recovery; consume 
enough high-quality protein to support the goal; distribute meaningful protein servings across the day; remain 
physically active outside formal workouts; avoid unnecessarily aggressive dieting; protect nutrition and movement 
during periods of illness or recovery; and adjust training so that it remains challenging, safe, and sustainable. These 
principles are more important than chasing a single “perfect” protein dose, supplement, or workout. 

If muscle mass, strength, appetite, or body weight is declining unexpectedly, the answer should not automatically be 
“train harder and eat more protein.” Unintentional weight loss, progressive weakness, fatigue, swallowing difficulty, 
gastrointestinal symptoms, medication effects, endocrine disease, neurologic disease, cancer, and other medical 
problems can contribute to muscle loss. New or unexplained decline deserves clinical evaluation. 

Final Thoughts 
Anabolic resistance changes the challenge of muscle building, but it does not end the game. Aging muscle may 
respond less strongly to a small dose of protein or an inadequate training stimulus, yet it retains its capacity to adapt. 
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The practical implication is not resignation; it is greater intentionality. The key is what you do to help support your 
muscle mass and remain as independent as possible throughout the aging process. 

Muscle is one of the most modifiable components of healthy aging. The work required to preserve it may increase with 
age, but the value of that work increases as well. Every increment of strength and muscle that expands the distance 
between your current capacity and the minimum required for daily life can contribute to greater physiological reserve. 
That reserve helps support resilience, function, metabolic health, and the ability to remain independent. 

Older muscle does not need to be treated as broken. It needs a reason to adapt—and that reason must be strong 
enough to be heard. 

Better Metabolism – Stronger Body – More Independent You. 

ABOVE ALL — NEVER SETTLE. 
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