What is a HIIT Workout?

How on earth am I going to have time to workout today? Ever uttered, or thought, such a thing?

Just me, then? Okay.

Most of us want and need the benefits of exercise. But, whether it’s work, school, family, friends, or even appropriate amount of sleep, as a way of life we just don’t have an unending amount of hours to spend on working out. 

Thankfully, that’s where workouts like HIIT (high intensity interval training) come in! 

You don’t have to spend hours on end working out to receive the maximum amount of benefits that exercise has to offer. 

HIIT workouts take the common phrase, “work smarter, not harder” and turn it on its head as fitness experts have discovered that working harder, not longer can produce the best results! 


What Is A HIIT Workout?

HIIT stands for high intensity interval training. 

This type of workout removes any “I just don’t have enough time” excuses that we may come up with when it comes to health and fitness. 

HIIT workouts require maximum effort (high intensity) for short bursts (intervals) of exercise (training). 

Okay...so, I wanted to illustrate the elements of that abbreviation in that explanation, but in case those inserted words visually muddied the thought, let’s reword it without the added parentheses: 

HIIT workouts require full-blown, maximum effort during short periods of activity, followed by brief periods of rest or recovery, alternating between the two intensity levels throughout a workout that is classically shorter than your typical hour long cardio sessions. 

A super simple example of a HIIT interval: 30 seconds of full blown, all out sprinting, followed by 30 seconds of walking. This example would incorporate what is considered an active rest period.

When considering your exertion level during the intense portion of a HIIT workout, know that you should be shooting for performing at a level that is not sustainable...thus the needed rest or recovery period, the maximized benefits, and the fact that these workouts are highly effective despite their minimal time commitment. 

So, let’s look at those elements now: how long is a typical HIIT workout, and how effective is this type of training? 


How Long Is A Typical HIIT Workout?

Besides the amplified benefits of this type of exercise compared to typical training sessions, two  of the most alluring aspects of HIIT workouts are the fact that they don’t last as long, and you don’t need to do them as often.

The general consensus centers around a maximum of 30 minutes for a HIIT workout, which includes periods of warming up and cooling down. 

And, many highly effective HIIT workouts require even less time than that.

In 30 minutes or less, research has shown that HIIT workouts can result in 25-30% more calories burned than the same amount of time spent biking, running, or weight training. 

On top of that, this same study’s HIIT workout intervals were patterned with 20 seconds of intense exercise followed by 40 seconds of rest. This means that ⅔ of every minute the bikers and runners spent moving, the HIIT participants were resting. ...and they still burned 25-30% more calories! 

But, what about frequency? If you’re working out for fewer minutes with HIIT workouts, does this mean that you need to do them more often? 

NO!

The general consensus here: 3 days a week. 

Regarding cardiovascular exercise, the elementary school health textbooks have given the usual advice of “30 minutes a day, 5 days a week,” for years. 

With HIIT workouts, such intense efforts done daily could lead to overtraining and injury. 

At least a day in-between this type of exercise provides needed rest for your body (your muscles) to both recover and build strength. 

So, what gives? How are HIIT workouts so much more effective than typical moderately intense exercises done for longer periods of time? 


What Makes HIIT Workouts So Effective?

HIIT workouts cause what is known as excess post-oxygen consumption, otherwise known as EPOC. This refers to the amount of oxygen your body needs to get back to its normal resting metabolic rate. 

Essentially, your intense efforts during a HIIT workout create a shortage of oxygen in your body. 

So, after HIIT, your body continues to work to increase oxygen levels and get back to this normal metabolic resting state, burning calories in the process. 

In other words, you bust your tail in an intense workout, and even as you’ve...

...hit the showers, gotten dressed, grabbed a protein shake, headed to the office, spent hours working, ate lunch, spent more hours working, commuted home, made dinner, watched a few Friends reruns, taken your dog out one last time for the night, and got a good night’s sleep…

...your body has continued to burn calories as it returns to a level of homeostasis, that resting metabolic rate. 

In fact, just two minutes of HIIT (sprinting in this case) was found to produce the same boost in metabolism over a 24 hour period as an entire 30 minutes of non-stop moderately intense running. 

Most HIIT workouts are known to cause an increased rate of calorie burn for up to 48-72 hours.

This boosted metabolism resulting from HIIT has also been found to cause the body to use fat, as opposed to carbs, for energy.

HIIT workouts are also proven to:

· Improve cardiovascular health
· Reduce insulin resistance
· Reduce heart rate and blood pressure
· Improve symptoms of depression and other mental disorders
· Balance the hormones that control appetite (aiding in weight loss)
· Increase anti-aging enzymes within the body
· Boost growth hormone production resulting in regulated metabolism and blood glucose
· Lower body fat
· Improve VO2 max

With great effort comes great gain...you just don’t have to sacrifice great amounts of time to reap those gains! 

Be sure to check out the rest of the site where you’ll find HIIT workouts for any fitness level.
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