
Programme design and delivery for personal training

Advanced training methods
Cardiovascular methods

Continuous training

Interval training

Interval training involves periods of work and recovery. There are two main types of intervals:

• Aerobic intervals involve working slightly above and below the onset of blood lactate accumulation level 
(OBLA) in long intervals of 3-5 minutes.

• Anaerobic intervals involve working at higher intensities than aerobic intervals (above OBLA and often 
above maximal lactate steady state (MLSS)) and recovering at lower intensities for longer periods.

The lengths of intervals are often described as ratios (e.g. 1:1 is a common work-to-rest ratio for an aerobic 
interval, whereas 1:3 is a common work-to-rest ratio for anaerobic intervals). The intensity of intervals can be 
described using MHR or RPE and can be strictly controlled (e.g. using assessments to accurately measure CV 
fitness and monitoring performance using heart rate monitors) or more loosely implemented (e.g. using RPE and 
feelings of comfort). The way an interval is planned and implemented should be appropriate to the individual 
client and their motivators and needs.

Fartlek training

Fartlek is a Swedish term meaning ‘speed play’ and that is precisely what is done in this type of training. It is 
a less structured form of interval training where work is performed continuously for a specific duration, but 
instead of working at a single intensity, as in LSD training, the intensity is varied in a fairly sporadic manner. 
Fartlek training can be a lot of fun; particularly if performed outside in a park. The session could consist mainly 
of jogging around the park, but then some sprints could be thrown in followed by some walks to recover.

Long slow 
distance (LSD)

This training is usually identified as aerobic training. It involves working 
for an extended period of time typically at least 45-60 minutes duration 
and less than 70% HRmax to develop aerobic base and improve fat 
oxidation for economy. The intensity of this type of training does not 
change throughout the session. 

Steady state
This is the most common type of training seen in gyms, working at a 
relatively steady intensity for 20-60 minutes between 60-90% HRmax 
(as described for general CV fitness improvement by the ACSM).

Threshold/tempo 
training

This is working at or just below anaerobic threshold, or at a specific race 
pace typically for a shorter duration of around 20-40 minutes (which 
should be about the same intensity, as this is the upper limit of steady 
state speed).
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The first Fartlek session was developed by Gosta Holmer, a Swedish cross country running 
coach, to work on speed and endurance in the same session. His original session was:

• Warm-up: easy running for 5-10 minutes.

• Steady, hard speed for 1.5-2.5 km (0.93-1.55 miles); like a long repetition.

• Recovery: rapid walking for about 5 minutes.

• Start of speed work: easy running interspersed with sprints of about 50-60 metres 
(160- 200 ft), repeated until a little tired.

• Easy running with three or four ‘quick steps’ now and then (simulating suddenly speeding 
up to avoid being overtaken by another runner).

• Full speed uphill for 175-200 metres (574-656 ft).

• Fast pace for 1 minute.

• The whole routine is then repeated until the total time prescribed on the training 
schedule has elapsed.

Fartlek is now interpreted to mean a less rigid session structure than traditional intervals, but 
it can still have a planned aim and a structure, which (unlike interval training) can be modified 
during the session in response to the client’s performance.

Resistance training methods

Multiple-set systems

The multiple-set system (‘setting’) probably forms the basis of the majority of resistance-based workouts 
performed in gyms. This system consists of an appropriate warm-up followed by multiple sets performed with a 
given weight. For example: three sets of ten repetitions (3 x 10), or five sets of five repetitions (5 x 5).

The intensity and volume of multiple-set workouts can easily be manipulated by varying the load (% of 1RM) and 
the number of sets performed per exercise. The multiple-set system is highly versatile, as it can be used to work 
towards any of the fundamental resistance-based training objectives (i.e. endurance, hypertrophy, strength).

Circuit weight training

Circuit weight training consists of a series of resistance exercises being performed consecutively with little rest 
between exercises (15 to 30 seconds). The method is traditionally used for muscular endurance training and 
consists of 10-15 repetitions, or a designated time under tension (TUT), e.g. 45-60 seconds of each exercise 
performed using bodyweight or a relatively light resistance (around 40-60% of 1RM).
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Example eight-exercise gym-based circuit (whole-body approach):

Pyramid training

Pyramid training involves manipulating the load and repetitions over the course of multiple sets of the same 
exercise.

The basic concept of a pyramid involves progressively increasing the load (as a result of which the number 
of repetitions possible will decrease) with each successive set. The trainer should ensure that the client is 
sufficiently rested to achieve the training goal before they commence each subsequent set (rest periods can be 
timed in order to achieve consistency of effort from workout to workout).

The pyramid system is widely known and is often used in resistance training programmes. Pyramiding can be 
performed in three distinct ways:

• Ascending.

• Descending.

• Complete (a combination of ascending and descending pyramids).
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Drop sets (strip sets)

A drop set is a resistance training system popular among bodybuilders. It is a technique that allows a client to 
continue a set past the point where it would usually terminate.

Drop sets are also referred to as ‘strip sets’ when using plate loaded exercises. The weights are stripped off 
the bar or ‘down the rack’ when using dumbbells as the exerciser moves from heavy weights towards the lighter 
end. This technique involves performing a set to failure then quickly (often with assistance) removing a small 
percentage of the load (weight) and continuing with the set. This procedure can be repeated several times (2-3 
drops in load per set is standard). A set to failure followed by three successive load decrements performed with 
no rest would be referred to as a ‘triple drop’.

Supersets

The superset system involves performing two different exercises back-to-back with little or no rest in between.

There are two key variations of this system.

Pre-exhaust and post-exhaust

The pre-exhaust and post-exhaust systems are variations on the superset technique. They involve the use of 
two exercises in sequence for the same muscle or muscle groups with no rest period between exercises. The 
key difference is that these systems specify the use of isolation exercises before or after compound exercise in 
order to fatigue a specific muscle group. The terms ‘pre’ or ‘post’ refer to the location of the isolation exercise 
in the sequence; the pre-exhaust system places it before the compound exercise and the post-exhaust system 
puts it after the compound exercise.

For example, in the bench press exercise, the main agonist or prime mover at the shoulder is the pectoralis 
major. For most clients, the triceps or deltoids will fail before the stronger pectoralis major muscle. Using either 
a pre- or postexhaust isolation exercise, such as cable crossovers, will lead to greater fatigue of the stronger 
muscle.

Pre-exhaust: The isolation exercise is performed before the compound exercise, e.g. the cable crossover 
immediately before the bench press with no rest between.

Post-exhaust: The isolation exercise is performed after the compound exercise, e.g. the bench press followed 
immediately by the cable crossover with no rest between.

The exercises are performed sequentially, one after the other, without rest. Once the set of four exercises is 
complete, the lifter rests for two to three minutes to recover and then repeats the exercise set for another two 
cycles.

Tri-set training uses three exercises, rather than four, in a set.

Same muscle supersets 
(agonist supersets)

Antagonistic muscle 
pair supersets2

1
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Forced reps and negative/eccentric reps

Both forced reps and negative reps enable the lifter to overcome weakness in concentric strength by exaggerating 
the eccentric phase of an exercise or making the concentric phase slightly easier.

In forced reps, the client performs as many reps on his/her own as possible with a weight that brings about 
failure in the target rep range for their goal (typically hypertrophy or strength). At this point, the trainer provides 
a minimal amount of assistance to permit the performance of another rep. As the client fatigues further, the 
trainer will provide slightly more assistance with each rep for a total of 2-4 reps before terminating the set.

There are two ways of applying negative reps. The pure form of negative training is more high-risk and less 
commonly seen. It entails performing a warm-up set of an exercise before a supramaximal load is placed on the 
bar. Typically, a load of 105% is used, just above the lifter’s 1RM. This means it is not possible for the lifter to 
raise the bar on their own and they are dependent on the spotter to help them to perform the concentric phase 
of the lift.

The alternative application of negative reps is when they are used in combination with forced reps. In this 
technique, the client uses a normal load for an exercise to reach concentric failure at the target number of 
reps. Once the target number of reps is reached and the client is unable to perform the concentric phase of the 
exercise alone, the spotter provides minimal assistance to enable completion of the concentric lift. The client 
then lowers the weight slowly through the eccentric phase on their own. Two to four reps may be performed in 
this way at the end of a set, forcing the muscles to work past their normal point of fatigue and causing greater 
overload stimulus for adaptation. This is a safer alternative – the load is effectively supramaximal to the muscles 
in their fatigued state, but the absolute forces going through the body structures are far lower than with a load 
greater than 1RM.

Both of these methods are advanced; they should not be attempted by novice clients and should only be 
performed with the aid of an experienced spotter/trainer.

Methods of stretching

There are different methods of stretching that can be used to train flexibility.

Static maintenance stretching: the muscle is taken to the end of its normal range and held without bouncing 
until the muscles relax, normally 15-30 seconds. These stretches are used to maintain the normal length of 
the muscle. Following repeated contractions during exercise, the muscle becomes shorter and thicker and a 
maintenance stretch is used to return the muscle to its normal length.

Statically contracting a muscle and then 
performing a static stretch of the muscle group.

Proprioceptive neuromuscular 
facilitation (PNF)

Controlled movement into a stretch position.Dynamic

Holding a stretch position without movement.Static
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Developmental static stretching: usually involves three stages of progressive stretch where the limb is moved 
slightly further each time the muscles relax. Care must be taken not to push beyond muscular end range. These 
stretches are used in flexibility training to develop the length of the fibres themselves, thereby increasing range 
of movement at a joint.

Static passive and active stretching: static stretching can also be both passive and active. A passive static 
stretch is one where a position is held using some other part of the body or with the assistance of a partner or 
some other apparatus. An example would be placing the foot of a flexed leg on a chair in order to stretch the 
hamstrings. Static passive stretches are good for developmental stretching and can be used progressively to 
increase range of motion. There is always the potential to cause injury if pain signals are ignored.

An active stretch is one where a position is held with no assistance other than using the strength of the agonist 
muscles. An example would be dorsiflexing the ankle and holding it in that position. The tension of the agonists 
in an active stretch helps to relax the muscles being stretched (the antagonists) by reciprocal inhibition. Active 
stretching increases active flexibility and strengthens the agonistic muscles. Active stretches are usually quite 
difficult to hold and maintain for more than ten seconds.

Dynamic stretching

Dynamic stretching, as the name implies, involves movement. It tends to be used 
as part of a warm-up and should be based around the exercise that will follow 
it. The movements used should be performed under control (avoiding ballistic-
type movements), progress from mid to end range and start slowly, increasing in 
speed to promote blood flow and elasticity of the tissues. If movements are not 
controlled in speed and range, there is a potential to tear tissues.

Dynamic stretching helps to reduce the risk of injury by warming the muscle 
tissues and mobilising joints using the types of movement that are about to 
follow in the exercise programme. Care should be taken not to use unnecessary 
explosive movements that could strain tissues before they are ready.

Proprioceptive neuromuscular facilitation (PNF)

PNF is a way of taking advantage of the underlying neuromuscular feedback loops 
inherent in muscle tissue. The most commonly used form of PNF is based on 
the contract–relax principle, where a contraction of a target muscle stimulates a 
subsequent relaxation of that muscle (the inverse stretch reflex).

During PNF, a muscle group is passively stretched then contracted isometrically 
(typically for 7-15 seconds) against resistance while in the stretched position. 
After two to three seconds, the muscle is then passively stretched again through 
the resulting increased range of motion. PNF stretching usually employs the use 
of a partner to provide resistance against the isometric contraction and then later 
to passively take the joint through its increased range of motion. PNF may be 
performed without a partner, although it is usually more effective with assistance.

PNF should only be applied to thoroughly warm muscles and by an experienced 
practitioner.
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