Dear editor;

I have a question for your fitness writer. I always hear different ways to work out. Some say light weight, high number of reps; less sets.

Others say: heavy weight, fewer reps; more sets.

I’m not sure which is the best way, or best for me.

Can you get this topic answered?

Thanks,

Matt

Great question Matt, thanks for opening Pandora’s Box within the fitness field! The question of how many sets, reps, and weight has been asked for as long as people have been working out. I warn you, the reason why you don’t know the answer is because there is not a clear one. Let me attempt to shed some light (although it may confuse you further). 

First of all, let me make a definite statement: it depends on what you are looking for. The majority of people looking for answers to this question, do so in regards to strength training. We are not going to go into what will help most with speed, power, skill, rehabilitation, etc. The concept of strength training is often misunderstood, where people think there is a difference between “toning” and building. Let me explain: most people refer to toning as becoming well defined, where each muscle can be separately seen from the other muscles around it. To accomplish this, you still need to “build” the muscle, and at the same time – lose the fat around it.  People who are worried about building too much muscle are comparing themselves to the freaks they see in magazines. Most people do not need to worry about “bulking up” provided they are not working out as long or with the intensity that magazine models have, or as long as they do not take steroids! So toning and building muscle are the same thing, toning is just building to often a lesser degree, while at the same time attempting to lose the flab in the area. Unfortunately, weight training will not burn fat in specific areas, but does help in the overall fat burning process by increasing metabolism (metabolism will actually be raised more however, when you “bulk up” – more muscle = higher metabolism). The other issue is that there are multiple types of strength, including relative strength, maximal strength, limit strength, endurance strength, speed strength, stabilization strength, optimal strength, and functional strength. So again, it depends what you are looking for.

That being said, the National Academy of Sports Medicine offers some guidelines:

Repetitions

1-5 reps = neural adaptation (the connections between the brain and muscles)

6-8 reps = strength adaptation

9-12 reps = cellular adaptation (muscle growth)

12-25 reps = strength endurance adaptation

Sets

4-8 sets = neural

3-4 sets = strength

3 sets = cellular

2-3 sets = strength endurance

Intensity

85-100% = neural

75-85% = strength

70-75% = cellular

50-70% = strength endurance

If this answers your question sufficiently, stop reading now! If you want to be brave, proceed.

The reason why many people do not achieve the results they are looking for, even when following a similar set/rep model to the one above, is because there are many other variables to consider when strength training. These include: speed of contraction (how fast you lift the weight), type of contraction (eccentric/isometric/concentric), rest period length, workout length, exercise frequency, types of exercise (isolated/integrated/single joint/multi joint/varying planes, angles, body positions, etc), exercise volume, time under tension, medical health, and nutrition just to name a few. It also depends what you do with the other 23 hours of your day, and how honest you are with yourself. The fact is, the most common set/rep scheme is 3 sets of 10 reps. Your body does not know the significance of the number 10 in terms of how easy it is to count that high, or how even and well rounded it is. It is hard to believe that so many people’s bodies just stop working at 10 reps! People think that their muscles may spontaneously combust if they do 7, 11, or heaven forbid – 13 reps! Most people pick a number of reps, not as a goal, but as a limitation. They do 10, but could have done 12 or 15, or even 28. Let me tell you, if you could have done 20, 30, 40 reps but stopped at 10, that set did not count towards anything in the above table. I am not promoting lifting to failure for most people, but if your goal is 10, your muscles should be working hard by that point, and if you squeeze out a couple more reps (provided it is with good technique) nothing bad will happen. 

One method to get out of the set/rep trap is to forget about reps, and lift for time. Shoot for 10, 30, or 60 seconds. There are strength/endurance competitions out there, including kettlebell sport, where the goal is to last for 10 minutes without stopping – that will put some hair on your chest! Many people get amazing results by following a set/rep scheme that is completely different than what was stated earlier. 

The best results come from the people that pay attention to their bodies and how it responds, and do not just arbitrarily go through the motions of exercising. The NASM model above is a good guide to try. If it does not work out for you, hope is not lost, there are other methods. The main thing for most people is to stop spending so much time thinking about what will work, but instead going out and doing it.

Good luck Matt.

For more information, contact Bob at bob@functional-strength-training.com, or visit his website at www.functional-strength-training.com

