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Many of the best things to come out
of your workout happen not while
you sweat, but while you recover. A
five minute reflection once a week
can clue you in to how itâ??s going.

People come to me with a version of the same frustration. They feel rested. They left

space between hard sessions. And the number on their wrist still says they havenâ??t

recovered.

The confusion usually comes from treating fitness and recovery as the same thing.

They are tightly correlated, but they are not identical, and the gap between them is

where plateaus and injuries live. Itâ??s hard to make fitness gains, and hard to

progress your training, if you are not adequately recovered.

ADVERTISEMENT

In Order to Get Fitter, You Have to Let Your Body Recover

The workout is the ask. The adaptation happens afterward, while you sleep and eat

and rest. Thatâ??s why more is not automatically better.

I think oftentimes we assume that by doing more, weâ??re going to get fitter. But what

that does is put the body in a state of stress that can compromise your sleep, which

then degrades the very recovery that would have turned your training into fitness.

The training research increasingly bears this out. When cardiac rehabilitation patients



averaging 55 years old had their sessions guided by their own recovery signals rather

than a fixed high-intensity plan, they saw greater cardiovascular benefit while

doing less high-intensity work. In recreational runners, prescribing training this

same way improved VO2 max and ventilatory thresholds . Letting recovery

inform the load isnâ??t backing off. Itâ??s how the load turns into fitness.

The Line Between Pushing and Overdoing It

Anyone who has coached athletes knows the first question to ask: what is the intent of

this training? You can usually answer it. Iâ??m tapering. Iâ??m maintaining. Iâ??m

deliberately overloading to get fitter.

That third one, pushing volume and intensity in a strategic way and then recovering

from it, is what sport scientists call functional overreaching. You take a short-term

performance dip, you recover, and you come back fitter. That is the good kind of hard.

The problem is the other kind. When you stop respecting the balance between training

and recovery, functional overreaching tips into what researchers call nonfunctional

overreaching, where the dip does not resolve the way it should. When we continually

push the body through days when it clearly isnâ??t adapting. A recent review of

athletes who reached that state found consistent disruptions to mood, stress,

burnout, and fatigue. In my experience it tends to end in sickness or injury.

This is why itâ??s important to know the intent of your training. If you canâ??t say

what a given week of training is for, thatâ??s worth noticing before you add to it.

Recovery Is Mostly the Other 22 Hours: Four Inputs That
Matter

Hereâ??s the part that reframes everything. The physiological load you put on your

body during training matters, but the other 22 hours of the day are a much bigger

chunk of the pie.

HRV is a psychophysiological mirror. It reflects your whole life load, not just your
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training load, which is why everyday psychological stress shows up in it

directly, typically as a drop in the restorative, parasympathetic side of the nervous

system. Thatâ??s also what makes it non-specific. A lot of inputs move it.

1. Sleep consistency matters at least as much as the hours.  Among more than 60,000

adults tracked with wrist sensors, the most regular sleepers had  a 20% to 48% lower

risk of dying from any cause than the least regular , and regularity outperformed

duration as a predictor. Sleep-wake consistency is the mother of all behaviors.
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2. Even a little alcohol can affect recovery. At a moderate dose, roughly two drinks,

heart rate during sleep rose from about 64 to 77 beats per minute  in a

controlled sleep-laboratory study. Your cardiovascular system is working through the

night instead of recovering.
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3. Hydrate throughout the day, rather than in large amounts . Resistance-trained men

who trained while dehydrated showed a measurable shift toward sympathetic

dominance in the hours afterward. But the same lab found that acute dehydration

did not measurably change overnight sleep or next-day recovery markers .

My read: worth getting right for how you feel and train, but donâ??t expect it to explain a

stubborn weekly trend.
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4. Distribute your macronutrients across the day to meet what youâ??re asking of

your body. If you underfuel all day, you arrive at night starving, willpower low, and you

eat a large late meal. That pattern is its own risk. In a cohort of nearly 9,500 adults

averaging 54 years old, late-night eating was associated with higher odds of

developing obesity. A protein shake before bed is not the problem. The 10 p.m. plate

you didnâ??t plan for is.
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No Single Day Should Change Your Training

I very rarely change my training because of one reading. If I wake up in the red, I

train. If I wake up in the red a second day, thatâ??s interesting, and I start paying

closer attention.
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What I do instead is shift focus onto the other 22 hours. Some breath work. A long

walk outside. Often itâ??s some latent stress I hadnâ??t named. Riding those other 22

hours solves pretty much everything and gets me back on track, and Iâ??d say thatâ??s

true for most healthy, relatively fit adults.

Itâ??s also worth saying plainly: usually adults are not doing enough to their body for

training to be the main driver of a poor recovery. If youâ??re training an hour a day

and handling the rest well, thereâ??s not much reason to be sitting in the red.

The exception is a run of several low days when your sleep has been good. That can

mean your system is marshaling resources to fight something off. Your HRV is

suppressed and your resting heart rate is up because your body is busy. Those arenâ??t

moments to panic. Theyâ??re moments to ease up, take care of yourself, and let it

pass.

Try This: The Sunday Recovery Check

Once a week, same day each week, spend five minutes looking back instead of

reacting in the moment.

Zoom out to the week. One low morning tells you little. A steady drift tells you

something.

Anchor your wake time. Set an alarm for a time you can actually hold, and aim to fall

asleep and wake within about a one-hour window most days.

Get light right. After the alarm, get outside into natural light. Then dim the lights once

the sun goes down. Brighter days and darker nights track with lower all-cause

mortality in nearly 89,000 adults, and theyâ??re what stabilizes your sleep-wake

rhythm.

Run the honest checklist. Before you blame your training, ask about sleep consistency,

alcohol, hydration, and whether you fueled across the day.

Then adjust training. If all of that is solid and you still arenâ??t bouncing back, thatâ??s

when you pull back volume or intensity for a few days.
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Being fit is worth celebrating. Being recovered is what lets you keep showing up for

it.

Dr. Holmes is the Global Head of Human Performance, Principal Scientist  at

WHOOP, where she studies how sleep, behavior, and physiology shape human

performance. Because this article discusses recovery metrics that WHOOP produces,

readers should know that affiliation up front.
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