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“Exercise: Marathoners Increase Artery 

Plaque Risk” 
 

We have had the importance of exercise pounded into our heads for decades. 

One would assume that extremes of exercise, such as those seen with marathoners, 

would be especially good for one's overall health and for increased longevity. Please 

remember that it is widely held among the general population and even among health 

professionals that moderate exercise is a healthy practice but long term high intensity 

exercise is not.  To date, longevity studies of elite athletes have been relatively sparse 

and the results are confusing and conflicted.  Actually, studies have been inconsistent 

but two of these studies did indicate advantages to strenuous exercise training.  In 

2011, the International Journal of Sports Medicine found a very significant increase in 

average longevity (17%) of Tour de France cyclists when compared with the general 

population. The age at which 50% of the general population died was 73.5 vs. 81.5 

years in Tour de France participants. Their major finding was that repeated very 

intense exercise prolongs life span in well trained practitioners. Their findings 

underpinned the importance of exercising without the fear that becoming exhausted 

might be bad for one's health.  Also, a 2003 study in the Journal of Internal Medicine 

concluded that participants in long-distance skiing races, which demand prolonged 

regular physical training, have low mortality.  A decreased mortality was observed in 

all major diagnostic groups, namely cancers, diseases of the circulatory system, and 

injuries and poisoning.  However, a new report in the March/April 2014 issue 

of Missouri Medicine adds weight to the “excessive endurance exercise hypothesis,” 

which posits that too much exercise, like marathon training and racing, has negative 

effects on the heart. This article, "Increased Coronary Artery Plaque Volume Among 

Male Marathon Runners,” was authored by a large group of well known contributors.  

The marathoners had significantly lower weight, BMI, hypertension, lipids, diabetes, 

resting heart rates and higher HDL cholesterol levels.  So far, so good.  But, “Male 

marathon runners however had paradoxically increased total plaque volume, calcified 

plaque volume, and non-calcified plaque volume.”  The non-calcified plaque is a 

particularly troublesome finding, since this is the kind of softer cholesterol deposit that 

can become dislodged from the artery wall, and cause a heart attack or stroke.  The 

new “artery plaque” study did not look for mortality rates or longevity, but only at a 

measure of heart health, i.e., the calcium score.  And, this was an "observational 

study" and can not "prove" anything.  It is only suggestive. 

In the America that I love, moderation is usually the best course.  Extremes 

are to be avoided.  We remember the dilemma of aerobic exercise guru, Jim Fixx, who 

died while running.  And, it appears that exercise in moderation is the best health 

policy one can have. 
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