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High-Intensity Interval
Training and the Aging Athlete
Joe Friel, Author Training Bible Coaching, Fast After 50.
Coaching Prospective- this article is directed toward the athlete, but offers important insight into the rational of high intensity training. I encourage coaches to share this information
in helping plan a periodization for cyclists of this age group. Chain Link: Click HERE to read
Joe's article Periodized Training for the Aging Cyclist for more information. -Ken Kontor, publisher, Performance Conditioning Cycling
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or athletes who have been in their sports for a long time, as in several decades,
performance declines as they move north of 50 years of age. The research tells us
that there are two reasons for this. One is that the aerobic capacity (VO2max) declines with age. This appears to be inevitable. The other is that most older athletes
gravitate to long, slow distance (LSD) training. This is not inevitable and fully within one’s control.
In those aging athletes who continue to do high-intensity training, aerobic capacity drops
slowly, at a rate of about 0.5% per year until the mid-seventies when it accelerates. Athletes training primarily with LSD see a decline of about 1% to 1.5% per year.
Something else we know from the research on aging is that the best predictor of endurance performance in older athletes is their aerobic capacities. The other two physiological determiners of how fast we are—lactate threshold and economy—don’t decline as much with aging
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as does VO2max.
So what does all of this tell us about what we should do as we age up? It’s clear: We need to focus on aerobic capacity in our
training. That means high-intensity interval training (HIIT), the stuff that is uncomfortable to do. It hurts. And that’s the reason so
many shy away from it later in life. We seek more comfort and less suffering. The other common reason for avoiding it is that HIIT
is a risky workout. It’s likely to result in injuries. And old athletes are more prone to injury than are young athletes.
How can we reap the benefits of HIIT while avoiding the pitfalls of injury? The answer comes down to two training concepts
called dose and density. Dose has to do with how hard a workout is. Density refers to how closely spaced the high-dose workouts
are. You can make a HIIT session high-dose by doing something such as 5 x 4 minutes at zone 5 with 2-minute recoveries. Or you
can make the HIIT workout low-dose by doing 5 x 30 seconds at zone 5 with 1-minute recoveries.
When it comes to density you can do the HIIT workout twice a week, as many young athletes do, or once every nine days
as I suggest in my new book, Fast After 50. The first is high-density; the latter is low-density.
You have complete control over both dose and density. An overuse injury means that you got one or both of them wrong. So
start conservatively. Don’t rush it. You didn’t lose your aerobic capacity overnight and, by the same token, it won’t reappear by tomorrow just because you do one, or even a couple, of HIIT workouts. It’s going to take time. As in months. If there’s one thing older
athletes tend to be good at it’s patience.
Take your time. Start with a very low-dose workout such as just a few 30-second intervals with plenty of recovery between
them as suggested above. Do this no more than once a week. Once every nine days may be better. You decide. But be cautious. No
injuries. Then gradually, and over the course of a few weeks, increase the durations of the five HIIT intervals to 45 seconds at zone
5 with 1-minute recoveries. Then a few weeks later bump it up to 1 minute on with 1 minute off done five times. And so on. It may
take months and months to get there. That’s OK. The longer it’s been since you last did such a workout, the longer you should take
in getting back into it.

Here I’m using “zone 5” to mean above your lactate (or anaerobic) threshold. If you are using perceived exertion to gauge
intensity, zone 5 would be about an 8 or 9 on a 1 (low) to 10 (high) scale. For a power meter it’s Coggan’s zone 5. If you prefer to
use heart rate it would be my zone 5b. But understand that heart rate is the least effective way to do this workout as the heart responds
too slowly to gauge intensity for such short intervals. (Chain Link: To learn how to set your zones go HERE.)
What will happen over time is that your aerobic capacity will gradually increase meaning that your aging body will become
more effective and efficient. It will be able to deliver and use more oxygen to create energy in the working muscles. And that means
you’ll race faster. O
More Information Please! Fast After 50 is now available. Click HERE to order.

