A few years ago I met a man named Scott. He was one of my brother’s friends and one of the only ones who has never given me a hard time for being a Japan nerd. Furthermore, Scott is the most focused man I have ever met. He is one of the few people I know that will set goals, work hard, and achieve them. During fall 2006 Scott and I would bike to the gym ever morning at 6:00AM, do water conditioning for about an hour, and finish with relaxed partner stretching. At this time I had class and I would have to bike back home, eat, and go to class. Scott, on the other hand, would stay in the gym and finish another weight workout. After I finished class, we would both go to Cascade Elite gymnastics and participate in a rough gymnastics conditioning program involving the rings, bodyweight exercises, and bitches.

He is a talented musician, an amazing athlete, and a great friend.









-Dogen

WORKOUT EFFICIENCY

Written By: Scottykins

(moderator of the conditioning forum)

Don’t waste your precious time in the gym 

A Little About Me 
This section is just a bit about me for those curious as to why I’m writing this. It gives a little insight into how workouts can be extremely inefficient – but if you’re looking purely to learn, skip to the overview section. 

About two years ago a friend of mine tried to hint to me that maybe my workouts could use some work. I pretty much wrote him off. After all, I was gaining in all the exercises I was doing. I had my routine, it was comfortable, and I was getting stronger. I thought “Why should I try to make this stuff so complicated? If I bench a lot, I’ll be able to bench more. If I do lots of pull-ups, I’ll be able to do even more!” etc. etc. However, soon I began to encounter some problems. My workout routine was not easy. I was in the gym 6 days a week, on a 4 day rotation between muscle groups. I was definitely motivated. My problems came not through injury, or through failure to make it to the gym. I just slowly began to plateau. My bench press couldn’t seem to go beyond 165lbsx10. I couldn’t seem to get more than about 15-16 pull-ups. My leg work was going absolutely no where. It seemed like the only thing that was making any progress at all was my shoulder press. Even more frustrating, I didn’t even feel much more in shape. I looked a bit better, my arms were pretty cut, but I wasn’t any better at sports. I hadn’t been doing much cardio so I still sucked at running. So, for all my work, I had very little to show. I became very discouraged and stopped the rotation. I started focusing on other things. During this time I only hit the gym maybe once or twice a week. It wasn’t until almost a year later that I would start making progress again. 

Where did I go wrong? Why did I plateau? There are actually several reasons as to why I was not getting gains, but I will list the three reasons which I believe were most significant. 

1. Due to the rate at which I pushed my muscles to exertion, it did not make them want to get any stronger. It made them want to get bigger, and sometimes leaner (less fat, more cut looking). My exercise routine relied greatly on hypertrophy and toning exercises. 

2. My exercises were almost all a form of isolation, with very few compound movements. 

3. Diet. I was not having a post workout shake nor did I know absolutely anything about nutrition. 

Overview 

Why read this? 

Take a second and review the history of your training. The times you’ve spent running way too far. The times you’ve spent 3 hours dripping sweat knocking out that last set of squats in the gym. The mornings of waking up and barely being able to walk down the stairs. Think back to all the time you’ve put into training. Now think of your results. Does it seem like your training has paid off as much as it should have? Does it feel like maybe something is wrong with your regime cause your bench hasn’t gone up in 6 months? Almost everyone that has worked out seriously, with a purpose, has had these feelings at one point in time. It’s not necessarily because we all haven’t pushed ourselves hard enough. It could simply be that we do not understand exactly how our bodies work and grow. Interested? Read on. 

Have Goals: Have a purpose 

Step 1: Make a clear goal (or set of goals) 

When friends of mine ask me for advice regarding exercise and fitness, the question is always similar to “Scott, how do I get more fit?” Whether they’re skinny as a nail and want to put on some muscle, wide as a door and want to slim down, want to be able to dunk on a regulation size hoop, or just want to NOT get winded from walking up the stairs, it’s the same sort of question. While exercise of any sort is going to be beneficial, it’s a question of efficiency. I always respond with a question in turn, “What are you trying to accomplish by getting fit?” Rarely do I get a straight answer. 

The reason I ask this is simply because most people do not think about different kinds of exercise. Most people just think exercise is exercise. This is extremely oversimplified. It would be like suggesting that all vegetables are pretty much the same because they’re all vegetables. This is of course, ludicrous. 

So you hit the gym every once in a while. Maybe you run everyday. Whatever the case is, I recommend (if you haven’t already done so) you think about what EXACTLY it is you want to accomplish. Do you want to jump higher? Lose weight? Get six pack abs? Eight pack (like myself /wink)? Bench one and a half times your bodyweight? Whatever the case, even if your goal is not that realistic, it will at least give you something to aim for. You can then begin to structure your workouts to actually pursue a goal, rather than just sweating for nothing. 

Strength, Hypertrophy, and Toning 

Step 2: Understand how your body works 

When analyzing exercise routines, you can break down just about everything into 3 categories: Strength, Hypertrophy and toning. They’re not exactly mutually exclusive – there’s definitely some overlap. However, with a particular goal in mind thinking of exercises in terms of these three terms is extremely helpful. 

Note that you can also break this down via metabolic pathways i.e.the phosphagen pathway, the glycolytic pathway, and the oxidative pathway. This is just another way of thinking about it, and for the intents and purposes of this article, I will skip over it. I’m also going to skip a lot on type 1 and 2 muscle fibers. Very cool stuff, but that depth is not required for this article. 

Here’s a rough breakdown of how this works. 

Strength: 1-5 reps 

Hypertrophy: 6-10 reps 

Split Hypertrophy and Toning: 10-12 reps 

Toning: 13+ 

This is very general. There are tons of exceptions to this. For instance, shoulder exercises tend to require more reps for hypertrophy, and toning only really sets in post 15 reps. However, just knowing this much can be extremely valuable! 

So what is all this crap and why do I care? 

Strength: Builds fast twitch, explosive type 2 muscle fibers (both a and b). These exercises train your body to exert an enormous amount of energy in a very short period of time. Strength training is not only ideal for pushing and pulling large amounts of weight, but can be used to efficiently increase your vertical. 

Hypertrophy: Hypertrophy is a fancy word for get bigger. These exercises promote growth of a combination of type 1 and type 2a muscle fibers. And it is for this reason that body builders love these. They literally make you bigger. Rawr. 

Toning: Commonly referred to as ‘cutting’ by bodybuilders, toning exercises promote almost entirely type 1 muscle fibers. The effects of toning exercises are extremely well defined muscles, and immense endurance. This is what 95% of girls at the gym are doing. They are either jogging, ellipticalling (not a word, I’m aware), or some other form of cardio which all translate into toning (think about the number of strides or movements performed). However, it is important to note that defined muscles are not big muscles - you will not get bigger from toning. In fact, toning in excess can actually destroy some muscle tissue, and literally make you weaker (although you will have more endurance). 

It is helpful to use a couple examples to show the results of the different kinds of training. 

Sprinters for instance, push themselves extremely hard for very short periods of time. If you look at Olympic sprinters, they’re not small guys. They have generally large muscles. These guys can probably all squat way more than I’ll ever dream of. These guys are strong. 

Compare this to long distance runners. Look at Olympic marathon runners. These guys are ridiculously skinny. I don’t think any of them weigh more than me (185lbs). But look at their arms and legs. You can see every tiny intricate part of their muscles. I’ve heard stories of swimmers and runners that can do pushups almost indefinitely. These guys have monstrous endurance. They are toned. 

Compound versus Isolation 

An important concept if you’re working out for a sport or physical activity 

I mentioned briefly that although at one point I was making some gains in weight lifting, I was not reaping any of the benefits I thought I should in sports. The problem was my exercises were very bodybuilder-like. Each exercise isolated a different muscle group to promote its growth. Bigger muscles are fine and all, but in what real life situation do you ever need to do a skull-crusher? Or a tricep extension, or a bicep curl, or a lateral raise? There is very little these isolation exercises will be able to do to help us achieve in sports. 

Compound exercises are exercises that hit multiple muscle groups simultaneously. I won’t get into exactly why these are so effective, but in essence, these WILL help with sports. All Olympic lifts, cleans, deadlifts, and squats for instance, are prime examples of compound lifts. Even though you may not have to squat or clean something in a sport, practicing these full body transfers of power can dramatically increase your performance in sports. Heavy squats are probably the single most efficient exercise you can do for your body’s overall output. Other exercises, like dumbbell swings for instance, can even increase your level of sexual performance (yes this is true). 

There are a bunch of exercises that are compound but not full body motions. These can be helpful, but it’s more specified. For instance, bench press is extremely useful for football linemen. Pull-ups are helpful for rock climbers, as are farmers’ lunges. My workouts these days are probably 90% compound exercises. It is in these exercises that I have seen the most significant gains in my level of fitness. 

Using This Knowledge 

Step 3: form a workout that fits your goals 

So now you have all this wonderful knowledge about how to workout efficiently. Lots of people get stuck up on the workout plans. Here’s my advice: Be honest with yourself. There are a lot of different things that can slow someone down. 

How many times a week can you really donate to working out? 

How much time during each session? 

What type of equipment do you have access to? 

What are you eating? 

Do you have someone to workout with? 

Answer all those questions and identify where your problems are. For instance, if you don’t have a gym, doing strength exercises is going to be pretty difficult. You’re going to have to be very creative. If you don’t have anyone to workout or train with, how are you going to keep your motivation high and really push yourself (especially on exercises that need spotters)? You are what you eat. I am a nutrition freak, but that’s not what this article is about. Just identify that if you’re not eating well, you’re going to have problems keeping up a solid routine and making gains. 

Now honestly sit down and make your plan. Here are some things to keep in mind. 

1. Workouts do not need to be that long! I hear people saying they do 2-3 hours at the gym everyday and I cringe. Those people are the ones that are going to get injured, or overtrain, or whatever – they’re not going to achieve their goals. Honestly, anyone can get a complete workout in less than 20 minutes. However, I recommend workouts somewhere in the area of 30-60 minutes. 

2. If you’re new to an exercise do it with someone else and start with low weight. Don’t try to snatch 115lbs your first time just cause you’re going for strength. Work your way in and don’t get injured. COMPOUND EXERCISES ARE HARDER THAN ISOLATION. This is why you don't see many people doing them at the gym. There is a large form aspect to all Olympic lifts, so please do not do these without first being taught the proper form. 

3. Have a post workout protein shake or bar. DO IT. IT IS A MUST. 

4. If you’re training for a sport, sometimes the best training is just doing the sport itself. Don’t spend all of your time in the gym and expect to suddenly be a god at whatever you’re doing. A healthy balance will make you a sexy beast. Err... Good at your sport. 

5. Toning is not necessarily the best way to lose fat. It certainly works, but there are much more efficient ways to lose fat. High Intensity Interval Training (HIIT) is a combination of cardio (aerobic) and heavy weight (anaerobic) training. It has been proven to burn fat faster than just about any other form of exercise. Look it up if you’re curious (this is what boxers refer to as roadwork to cut down their weight). Also, when talking about losing fat, your diet is way more important than anything you do in the gym. Oh, and the more muscle tissue you have, the faster you burn fat. DO NOT JUST GO TO THE GYM AND RUN 30 MINUTES EVERYDAY TO LOSE FAT. It might work, but god damn it’s inefficient. 

6. Stay motivated. Whether that means working out with a friend and competing, setting reachable goals, or looking at yourself in the mirror everyday for a minute – STAY MOTIVATED. 

7. Music can pump you up during your workouts 

8. Do not find yourself in a routine making no progress. Change your routine up a lot. It also helps keep things interesting. 

9. Ask questions. People like helping each other. It’s weird. 

10. By reading this you have an edge on 95% of people. 

That’s all. Good luck. 

-Scottykins 

Some numbers: 

I am 6'1, 185lbs 

My bench is now 265lbs max, although I rarely do bench x 10 anymore I can do 205lbsx10 

My pull-ups are now in the mid 30s 

I maxed out at 50 dips last time I tried 

Power clean is currently at about 185lbsx2 

Row 2k in 7:19 

I don't squat as much as I would absolutely love to due to the fact that I have rheumatoid arthritis in my left knee 

I am without a doubt in the best physical shape of my life 

*Any questions or comments or things you would like me to add to this please let me know*

Scott can be contacted in the forum under the name Scottykins
