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HIIT

Popular interval training is a
shorter workout, and perhaps
a more enjoyable one

JULIE CORLISS | Harvard Heart Publishing
s one of the most popular exer-
cise trends for more than a decade,
high-intensity interval training
clearly provides some perks.

These workouts aren’t just a
time-efficient way to boost your fitness — re-
search shows that HIIT can improve key mea-
sures of cardiovascular health for all sorts of
people, including those recovering from heart
attacks or heart surgery.

Another advantage: High-intensity effort,
even for just brief bursts, may trigger the release
of mood-boosting brain chemicals.

What is HIIT?

HIIT features vigorous activ-
ity done in short time periods
with brief periods of either rest
or lower-intensity activity in
between. During the bursts of
vigorous exercise, your heart
rate rises higher, and then it
remains higher than it would
normally be in between those
high-intensity bouts. Com-
pared to 20 minutes of mod-
erate-intensity exercise, a
20-minute HIIT session will
burnmore calories, strengthen
your heart more and help your
body use oxygen more effi-
ciently.

“If your goal is to improve
your fitness, doing moder-
ate-intensity exercise certainly
works, but HIIT workouts may
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raise your fitness level faster in
a shorter period of time,” says
Dr. Sawalla Guseh, director
of the Cardiovascular Perfor-
mance Program at Harvard-af-
filiated Massachusetts General
Hospital.

As Guseh points out, if you
do mostly vigorous exercise,
you can meet the federal exer-
cise guidelines in just 75 min-
utes per week, whereas doing
mostly moderate exercise takes
twice as long (150 minutes per
week).
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You can turn
any cardio
workout into
an interval
session.

A happy medium?

If long sessions of vigorous
exercise feel too challenging,
adding some HIIT workouts
to your exercise regimen can
be a happy medium. Even
short stints of high-intensity
exercise appear to trigger the
release of endorphins — the
brain’s “feel good” chemicals.

“In our clinic, we certainly
see patients who say that HIIT
workouts bring them the most
joy,” Guseh says.

In addition, endorphins
can counteract pain, which
may mitigate some of the dis-
comfort that can occur during
HIIT workouts, so people per-
ceive them as more pleasant
than expected.

Still, the most important
thing is to find a form of ex-
ercise that you enjoy and can
do consistently over the long
haul, Guseh says. Steady,
moderate-intensity exercise
alsois a great way tokeep your
cardiovascular system healthy.

Before starting HIIT

If you have heart disease or
are at increased risk for it, be
sure to check with your doctor
before adding high-intensity
effort to your routine. People
atincreased risk include those
with two or more of the fol-
lowing: diabetes, high blood
pressure, high cholesterol or
a family history of heart dis-
ease.

Reaching the right
intensity

Traditionally, HIIT features
30 to 90 seconds of high-in-
tensity effort followed by an
equal or longer period of low-
er-intensity activity or rest.

High-intensity is often
defined as reaching about
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85% of your maximum heart
rate. For example, if you're
65, your estimated maximum
heart rate is 220 minus 65,
or 155 beats per minute. For
moderate-intensity exercise,
your target heart rate range is
64% to 76% of that (99 to 118
bpm). For vigorous-intensity
exercise, your target range is
around 77% to 93% (119 to 144
bpm).

A simpler option is to aim
for an “8” on your personal
perceived exertion scale
(where 11is very easy and 10 is
as hard as you can go).

Exercises to try

When you're first start-
ing out, alternate a few short
intervals of high-intensity
exercise with longer periods
of moderate or easy exercise.
Say you usually walk for 30
minutes at a stretch. Start by
walking for five minutes. Then
walk as fast as you can, or jog,
for one minute. Go back to
your usual pace, or even a bit
slower, for three minutes. Re-
peat the fast walking-slower
walking cycle five more times.

Once you become more fit
(or if you are in fairly good
shape), you can spend more
time walking faster or jog-
ging and less time ambling or
resting.

You can turn any cardio
workout — cycling, swim-
ming, elliptical, stationary
bike, treadmill, stair climber,
rowing machine and even
dancing — into an interval
session. The easiest way is
to simply speed up and slow
down.

Outdoors, add hillstoarun-
ning or cycling route to create
greater intensity. Indoors, you
might add some stair climbing
or jumping.
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