
Urolithin A vs. Exercise: Which Is Better for Mitochondrial Health? 

Your mitochondria, often called the "powerhouses of the cell," play a crucial role in your overall 
health, energy levels, and how you age. Today, I want to share important insights on how these 
remarkable cellular components influence everything from daily vitality to long-term health. 
We'll explore cutting-edge studies on exercise's impact on mitochondrial health and also delve 
into exciting research about a compound called Urolithin A, which shows great promise for 
enhancing mitochondrial function. 

Understanding Mitochondria: More Than Just Cellular Powerhouses 

Mitochondria are sophisticated organelles found in nearly every cell of your body. While they 
are primarily known for producing energy, recent research has revealed that they have far 
more complex roles. These dynamic structures form intricate networks within your cells, 
constantly changing shape and function to meet your body's needs. 

Mitochondria are fascinating organelles with a number of unique characteristics. Here are 
some interesting facts: 

1. The Powerhouse of the Cell: Mitochondria are known as the "powerhouse of the cell" 
because they produce ATP (adenosine triphosphate), which is the cell's main energy 
currency. Most of the energy we use in our bodies is generated by these tiny structures. 

2. Endosymbiotic Origin: The prevailing theory is that mitochondria originated from a 
symbiotic relationship between a primitive eukaryotic cell and a prokaryotic cell (most 
likely a bacterium). This theory, called the Endosymbiotic Theory, suggests that 
mitochondria were once free-living bacteria that were engulfed by another cell. 

3. Mitochondrial DNA: Unlike most organelles, mitochondria have their own DNA 
(mtDNA). This DNA is circular, similar to bacterial DNA, and encodes a small number of 
essential mitochondrial proteins. Mitochondrial DNA is inherited solely from the 
mother, making it a valuable tool for tracing maternal lineage and studying human 
evolution. 

4. Role Beyond Energy Production: Mitochondria are involved in more than just energy 
production. They play a role in cell signaling, calcium storage, and regulation of the cell 
cycle and cell death (apoptosis). They are also critical for heat generation in brown fat 
cells, which helps maintain body temperature. 

5. Dynamic Structure: Mitochondria are not static structures; they are highly dynamic. 
They constantly undergo fission and fusion, changing their shape and distribution within 
the cell. This dynamic nature helps them adapt to the cell’s energy needs. 

6. Number of Mitochondria Varies: The number of mitochondria within a cell can vary 
widely depending on the cell type. Cells with high energy demands, like muscle cells and 



neurons, contain many more mitochondria compared to other cell types. A single liver 
cell can contain between 1,000 and 2,000 mitochondria, making up a significant portion 
of its volume. 

7. Reactive Oxygen Species (ROS): During ATP production, mitochondria can produce 
reactive oxygen species (ROS) as by-products. Although ROS are essential in some 
signaling processes, an excess can lead to oxidative stress, which is linked to aging and 
various diseases. 

8. Mitochondrial Diseases: Mutations in mitochondrial DNA can lead to mitochondrial 
diseases, which are often inherited maternally and can affect tissues with high energy 
demands, such as muscles and the brain. Examples include Leigh syndrome and MELAS 
syndrome. 

9. Programmed Cell Death (Apoptosis): Mitochondria are crucial players in the process of 
apoptosis or programmed cell death. They release cytochrome c and other pro-
apoptotic factors that activate cell death pathways, which is essential for development 
and maintaining healthy tissues. 

10. Mitochondrial Eve: The term "Mitochondrial Eve" refers to the most recent common 
matrilineal ancestor of all humans alive today, traced through mitochondrial DNA. She is 
thought to have lived around 150,000 to 200,000 years ago in Africa. 

How Mitochondria Produce Energy: The Cellular Power Plant 

Inside each mitochondrion, an elegant process called oxidative phosphorylation takes place. 
This is akin to a molecular assembly line, where electrons are passed through several stations, 
producing energy in the form of ATP. ATP is like the fuel that powers everything in your body—
from muscle movement to brain activity. 

Recent research has shown that mitochondria adapt their function based on your body's needs. 
When you exercise, for instance, these remarkable organelles can increase their energy 
production by up to 50 times normal levels. This incredible flexibility helps explain why exercise 
has such profound effects on our health and energy levels. 

Source: Effects of Exercise on Mitochondrial Content and Function in Aging Human Skeletal 
Muscle 

https://academic.oup.com/biomedgerontology/article/61/6/534/589451
https://academic.oup.com/biomedgerontology/article/61/6/534/589451


 

 

Beyond Energy: The Many Roles of Mitochondria 

While energy production is crucial, your mitochondria do much more. Let's explore their key 
functions, with a few helpful analogies to make it easier to understand: 

• How Mitochondria Recycle Themselves: The Cellular Cleanup Crew 

Mitochondria are like a team of workers that not only produce energy but also clean up after 
themselves. They go through a process called mitophagy—essentially a recycling program. 
When mitochondria become damaged or inefficient, this process ensures they're replaced with 
healthy new ones. Think of it as your cells' own recycling crew, crucial for maintaining optimal 
health and preventing age-related decline. 



• Why Calcium Matters for Muscle Strength: The Cellular Control Center 

Mitochondria also act as control centers, storing and releasing calcium to regulate muscle 
contractions, nerve signaling, and stress responses. This intricate calcium management system 
helps explain why mitochondrial health is crucial for muscle strength and nervous system 
function. Imagine mitochondria as traffic controllers, making sure calcium flows precisely where 
and when it's needed. 

• Mitochondria as Stress Sensors: The Early Warning System 

Mitochondria can also act as your body's early warning system. When you face stress—whether 
from exercise, environmental factors, or aging—mitochondria coordinate your cells' response. 
They trigger protective proteins, adjust energy production, and even influence your genes. This 
helps your body adapt and protect itself during challenging times. 

The Impact of Aging on Mitochondrial Function 

As we age, our mitochondrial function naturally declines, but this process isn't simply 
inevitable. Here are some reasons why our mitochondria age: 

• Mitochondrial DNA Mutations: Mitochondria have their own DNA, and over time, it can 
accumulate mutations, leading to less efficient energy production and more harmful by-
products. 

• Reduced Mitophagy: The recycling program that keeps mitochondria healthy becomes 
less efficient with age, making it harder for cells to replace damaged mitochondria. 

• Oxidative Stress: Aging mitochondria tend to produce more reactive molecules called 
free radicals, which can cause cellular damage if not properly managed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Evidence-Based Strategies for Mitochondrial Health 

The Power of Exercise: A Natural Mitochondrial Booster 

Exercise is one of the most powerful tools for enhancing mitochondrial health, and recent 
research explains why: 

Molecular Adaptations to Exercise: When you exercise, your cells immediately adjust to meet 
increased energy demand. This triggers a series of events that ultimately leads to: 

• More Mitochondria: Your body produces more mitochondria, giving you more power 
plants to create energy. 

• Improved Efficiency: Existing mitochondria become better at producing energy. 

• Stronger Cells: Overall cellular energy networks become stronger and more efficient. 

Different types of exercise have specific effects on mitochondrial health: 

• Aerobic Exercise (e.g., walking, running): Increases mitochondrial content by up to 50%, 
making your muscles more efficient over time. 

• Resistance Training (e.g., weightlifting): Improves mitochondrial function and muscle 
strength, leading to a 25% boost in mitochondrial capacity after 12 weeks. 

• High-Intensity Interval Training (HIIT): Combines the benefits of both, leading to rapid 
improvements in mitochondrial function, often within just six weeks. 

Source: Effects of Exercise Training on Mitochondrial and Capillary Growth in Human Skeletal 
Muscle: A Systematic Review and Meta-Regression 

Urolithin A: A Potential Aid in Mitochondrial Health 

Urolithin A is a compound that forms when gut bacteria break down certain nutrients found in 
pomegranates and other fruits. It helps boost mitochondrial health by enhancing mitophagy, 
which keeps your mitochondria fresh and functional—much like a cleaning crew that gets rid of 
old, inefficient parts. 

In clinical trials, participants who took Urolithin A for four months experienced: 

• 23% Improvement in Muscle Endurance: They could perform more repetitions before 
tiring. 

• 12% Increase in Mitochondrial Function: Cells were more efficient at generating energy. 

Urolithin A is particularly helpful for older adults, as natural mitophagy tends to decline with 
age, leading to a build-up of damaged mitochondria. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40279-024-02120-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40279-024-02120-2


Source: Effect of Urolithin A Supplementation on Muscle Endurance and Mitochondrial Health 
in Older Adults 

 

 

 

Exercise vs. Urolithin A: Which Has the Biggest Impact? 

Both exercise and Urolithin A supplementation are effective at improving mitochondrial health, 
but they work in different ways and have varying degrees of impact. 

Impact of Exercise 

• More Mitochondria: Exercise, especially aerobic and resistance training, can increase 
mitochondrial content by up to 50%. This increase leads to greater energy production 
and improved metabolic health. 

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2788244
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2788244


• Broader Benefits: Exercise improves mitochondrial efficiency, boosts mitophagy, and 
supports cardiovascular and metabolic health. 

• Magnitude of Effect: The impact of exercise on mitochondrial density and function is 
more pronounced compared to Urolithin A, making it the most powerful tool for 
mitochondrial health. 

Impact of Urolithin A 

• Enhanced Mitophagy: Urolithin A focuses on improving mitophagy, which keeps 
mitochondria healthy by removing damaged components. 

• Smaller Effect: Compared to exercise, Urolithin A's impact is smaller, with a 12% 
increase in mitochondrial function and a 23% improvement in muscle endurance. 

Source: Mitophagy Activation by Urolithin A to Target Muscle Aging 

Which Is Better? 

• Exercise has a broader and more powerful impact on mitochondrial health. It provides a 
significant boost in mitochondrial density and efficiency. 

• Urolithin A is an excellent supplement to exercise, particularly for older adults or those 
unable to exercise regularly. Combining both strategies may lead to the best results. 

Best Strategy for Mitochondrial Health 

The best approach to boosting mitochondrial health is to combine regular exercise with 
Urolithin A supplementation: 

• Exercise should be the foundation, as it provides the most substantial benefits for 
mitochondrial health and overall well-being. 

• Urolithin A can enhance exercise's effects, particularly by improving mitophagy, making 
it a valuable addition to your health routine. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00223-023-01145-5


Data Visualization 

To make it easier to understand the improvements from exercise and Urolithin A, here are 
some visual aids: 

1. Improvements from Clinical Trials 

Intervention 
Improvement in Mitochondrial 
Function 

Improvement in Muscle 
Endurance 

Aerobic Exercise Up to 50% Significant 

Resistance 
Training 

25% Boost in Mitochondrial Capacity Significant 

HIIT Rapid Improvements in 6 Weeks Significant 

Urolithin A 12% Increase 23% Improvement 

 

2. Comparison of Exercise Types and Their Mitochondrial Benefits 

Type of Exercise Benefits for Mitochondria 

Aerobic Exercise Increased mitochondrial content by up to 50% 

Resistance Training Improved mitochondrial function and muscle strength 

High-Intensity Training Quick boost to mitochondrial function in 6 weeks 

 

3. Timeline of Results: Exercise vs. Urolithin A 

Exercise Timeline: 

• Weeks 1-3: Initial improvement in mitochondrial efficiency 

• Weeks 4-6: HIIT shows rapid gains in mitochondrial function 

• Weeks 6-12: Aerobic exercise increases mitochondrial content by up to 50%; resistance 
training improves strength and capacity 

Urolithin A Timeline: 



• Month 1: Initial activation of mitophagy 

• Month 2-4: Noticeable improvements in muscle endurance (23%) and mitochondrial 
function (12%) 

Practical Recommendations for Optimal Mitochondrial Health 

Exercise Strategy 

• Start Small: Begin with activities you enjoy—walk for 10 minutes, do a few stretches, or 
lift light weights. 

• Be Consistent: Aim for 150 minutes of moderate aerobic activity per week. Walking, 
cycling, or swimming are great options. 

• Add Strength Training: Incorporate 2-3 resistance training sessions per week using 
weights, resistance bands, or your own body weight. 

• Try HIIT: If you're comfortable with it, add short bursts of high-intensity exercise to your 
routine. Even once a week can make a difference. 

Nutritional Support 

• Polyphenol-Rich Foods: Eat more pomegranates, berries, and nuts—these foods support 
mitochondrial health. 

• Consider Urolithin A: Talk to your healthcare provider about Urolithin A supplements, 
especially if you're interested in boosting muscle endurance and mitochondrial function. 

• Adequate Protein: Make sure to get enough protein to support muscle and 
mitochondrial health. Fish, poultry, beans, and nuts are all good options. 

• Essential Micronutrients: Get enough B vitamins, magnesium, and CoQ10 to help 
mitochondria work at their best. 

Lifestyle Factors 

• Get Quality Sleep: Aim for 7-9 hours of sleep per night. Quality rest is crucial for 
mitochondrial repair. 

• Manage Stress: Use techniques like yoga, meditation, or deep breathing to keep stress 
levels in check, which supports mitochondrial health. 

• Avoid Toxins: Minimize exposure to environmental pollutants, smoking, and chemicals 
to protect your mitochondria. 



• Stay Hydrated and Keep a Routine: Drink plenty of water and maintain regular meal 
times to support your cellular energy systems. 

 

The Big Picture: Mitochondria and Healthy Aging 

Ongoing research continues to reveal new insights into mitochondrial function and health. 
Current clinical trials are exploring novel compounds and interventions that may further 
enhance mitochondrial health. While we await these developments, the strategies outlined 
above represent our best evidence-based approaches for supporting these crucial cellular 
components. 

If you have questions about implementing these strategies or would like to discuss how they 
might benefit your specific health situation, please don't hesitate to reach out during your next 
visit. I’m here to help you optimize your cellular health and support healthy aging through 
evidence-based approaches. 

This one got a little technical but I wanted to include more detail for some of my science-
oriented friends. The next edition will focus on the supplement industry and hopefully answer 
some questions about safety and efficacy. If you have questions or comments, please send 
them to me and I will do my best to do a write up based on the literature that is available. 
There are many companies out there that want to sell you on their supplements, products and 
ideas but very few are actually tested and grounded in a scientific approach. My goal is to make 
all of this more approachable and understandable for everyone.  

Chuck 

 


