The Benefits of Incorporating High-Intensity Interval Training Into Your Regimen
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INTRO
Over the course of your yearly training program, different periods will emphasize different types and intensities of training.  In my last article, I discussed the benefits of aerobic training for building your base endurance and improving your muscle’s ability to store and use energy efficiently. Now that the sailing season is fast approaching it is time to start increasing your training intensity.  A great way to accomplish this is to increase the intensity of your cardio workouts by including high-intensity interval training.

WHAT IS IT
High-intensity interval training (HIT) is a variation of traditional endurance training that produces similar adaptations, requires a fraction of the time but significantly more effort.  HIT consists of a short bout of intense exercise followed by a period of rest of that is repeated a several times.  Current research has found intense exercise bouts of 30 seconds followed by 4 minutes active recovery to be highly effective for improving endurance capacity and athletic performance1. Several different modes of exercise can be used for HIT including cycling, rowing, running and swimming.

HOW IT WORKS

It may seem surprising that as little as 2-3 minutes of intense activity per training session, 3 times per week can promote large improvements in endurance capacity and performance for both highly trained and inactive people1.  In fact, a study from McMaster University (Ontario, Canada) determined that untrained subjects, who performed 6 sessions of HIT comprised of 4-6 bouts of 30 second all out cycling, lead to a doubling of their sub-maximal endurance capacity1.  Another study using recreationally active participants compared the previous HIT training regiment to 6 bouts of 90-120 minutes of continuous aerobic training. It was determined that performing HIT stimulated almost identical adaptations with 90% less volume in 25% of the time1.  These findings were further validated following a cycling time trial test in which the HIT group out-performed the endurance group1.

In addition to improving your aerobic capacity and raising your lactate threshold, there are several different muscular and metabolic adaptations that HIT can stimulate.  From the intensity required during HIT, almost all of your muscle fibres are recruited (both fast and slow fibres) compared to traditional endurance exercise, which recruits mostly slow fibres.  As a result, more fibres learn how to be activated during exercise and are forced to adapt to training.   

HIT increases your muscle’s ability to produce energy during exercise.  Research has found HIT can cause an increase in the number of mitochondria (cellular power generators) present in trained muscles.  A greater number of mitochondria allow for more fats and carbohydrates to be broken down and used as energy during all types of exercise. This provides more energy to working muscles helping them work efficiently for longer periods at higher intensities.  Along with this increased ability to produce energy, muscles trained by HIT are also able to store a greater amount of energy in the form of glycogen, which is readily used during prolonged activity.
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To effectively incorporate HIT into your training, perform 4 to 6 high intensity bouts three times per week.  

HOW HIT FITS INTO YOUR TRAINING

Your body and your muscles have a great ability to adapt to the different demands placed on them.  As a result, using the same training program for an extended period of time will allow your body to adapt and your rate of improvement will decrease.  As a result, increasing the intensity of your workouts will challenge your muscles to adapt to a new type of training. 

As the sailing season draws ever closer, incorporating HIT into your training program can help your body prepare for the demands of racing.  There are several different times in your training year when HIT can be effectively added.  Examples of these include (1) leading up to peak regattas - using HIT 2-6 weeks before your peak will help to lower your training volume while maintaining intensity, allowing your body to fully recover and adapt without de-training; (2) during the sailing season - HIT can be a time effective way to maintain your aerobic fitness and keep your legs strong; and (3) in the off-season and leading up to the sailing season - HIT and variations can add variety to your training or help you complete a workout if you are pressed for time.

ADVICE 

HIT workouts are as hard as you make them; however, due to the high intensity of this style of training, you should not push yourself outside of your comfort zone.  When performing HIT choose an interval length, intensity and recovery period that are challenging yet sustainable.  Bouts lasting between 30 seconds and 4 minutes can stimulate the adaptations discussed2. 

Please send questions and comment to sailstronger@evanlewis.ca.
Evan is an MSc candidate at the University of Toronto where he is studying muscle health and aging and is a NSCA Certified Strength Conditioning Specialist. 

For more information and training tips visit www.evanlewis.ca.
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Sample High Intensity Interval Training Session














