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with amongst my proficient athletes is 

3RM, which focuses in the strength/ 

power range.

So what should you do if you don’t 

have someone to walk and talk you 

through the process? Once you are 

comfortable in the ‘movement’ and feeling 

of the exercise without any added weight 

you can use the following principles to 

achieve an effective working load:

•	 With exercises using a barbell start  

out with just the bar (usually 20kg 

itself) to get a feel of the base weight. 

From here you can gradually add load 

usually in 2.5kg-5kg increments.  

Don’t forget to use plate clips to secure 

the weight plates. 

T
he key to successfully 

integrating strength training 

into the weekly program of 

any endurance athlete is doing 

so without increasing levels of stress 

and risking the individual over training. 

Special care needs to be taken by the 

athlete and coach to carefully monitor the 

training loads of both the resistance and 

endurance (swim, bike and run) elements 

so that they compliment each other and 

result in a optimal training effect.

In Parts 1 & 2 of this series we looked 

into Program specificity and sets, reps and 

time under tension, respectively. But how 
do we decide what weight to put on the 
bar, what dumbbells to pick up or how 
what intensity to work at? 

The way in which we determine our 

loading or intensity largely depends on our 

end goals but more specifically the 

‘phase/period’ of training that we are in. 

What we do know is that the training 

program must ‘progressively overload’ the 

athlete if we wish to illicit any neural or 

physiological change.

Progressive overload refers to 

consistently increasing the demands that 

we place our bodies under, in order to 

continually increase bone, muscle and 

connective tissue strength throughout the 

body. We can ensure this happens by 

controlling the key variables of the training 

program. By manipulating volume, 

intensity, load and frequency we can 

target the ‘direction’ of the training 

program and consequently the effect that 

it has. 

How do I know wHat weIgHt 
to work at?
Similar to how we use measurements 

such as FTP, Heart Rate and V02max to 

guide us through our swim, bike and run 

disciplines it is also useful to have a 

threshold figure that can help monitor our 

strength sessions. With the athletes that I 

see face-to-face we are able to safely 

undergo a testing protocol that will give us 

their 1RM. 1RM or ‘one repetition maximum’ 

is the maximum amount of force that can 

be generated in one maximal contraction. 

This load is strictly for testing and rarely 

used as a training weight, especially with 

endurance athletes. For the results we are 

trying to achieve, the lowest I would work 

•	 For exercises that require the use of 

dumbbells or kettlebells again start 

lighter than you think, generally 5kg is a 

good baseline, but this will vary from 

person to person.   

Quickly you will be able to identify your 

capabilities. If you have lost all form, 

chances are you have gone too heavy, 

remember we want QUALITY here. 

We discussed in our past installment 

that athletes beginning a strength training 

program will likely be working with sets of 

10-15 repetitions. This is a Conditioning 

range, used to initiate familiarity and 

neuromuscular recruitment. By looking at 

Figure. 1 we can see that this will correlate 

with around 65-75% of our maximum. 

As our training-age develops we will 

move on to programs requiring 5 sets of 5 

repetitions, this will now develop our 

strength and power, correlating to around 

85% effort. 

So now we are able to work out our 

1RM (or as close to as possible) e.g. If 

someone’s back squat 5RM is 60kg,  
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Part 3:  Frequency, Intensity and Load  

using the chart in Figure. 1, we can see that 

this is approximately 85% of their 1RM, 

suggesting that their 1RM is 70kg.

Using this type of training formula 

eliminates the need for frequent testing 

and allows the coach or athlete to train at 

significant intensities throughout the season 

(maintenance phase) without having the 

athlete to exert themselves maximally. 

FIgure 1. Load-to-Repetition ReLationship

Percentage 
(%) of 1rM

nuMber of 
rePetitions

100 1

95 2

90 3

85 5

80 8

75 10

70 12

65 15

With exercises using a barbell  

start out with just the bar  

(usually 20kg itself) to get a feel  

of the base weight.

Program  
design seRies
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Because of the nature of endurance 

training and its highly repetitive training 

protocols, many endurance athletes 

believe that they should always perform 

high-repetition resistance training.  

What we must realise is that performing 

exercises at these intensities will only 

maintain the condition of the muscle and 

never reach a training stimulus required to 

elicit greater physiological adaptations. 

Improved performance occurs when we 

target and train the weak areas within an 

athlete via strength, power and 

explosiveness, generally done by increasing 

the load and decreasing the repetitions.

“YouR weights shouLdn’t be 
set in stone, be conscious 
and aLLow foR fLexibiLitY”
Once we have established these numbers 

we must remember that they are not set 

in stone. As the athlete gets stronger their 

1RM will inevitably increase but equally if 

in a fatigued state or returning from injury 

you need to adjust the 1RM by reducing 

any load associated with that session. 

Similar to overtraining in swim, bike or 

run disciplines, periods of high volume 

load that are encountered on a regular 

basis can result in a drop in performance 

through accumulated fatigue. Therefore it 

is vitally important to be selective with the 

loads and exercises that we choose, again 

ensuring ‘quality over quantity’. As an 

athlete, coach or trainer we must always 

consider the relationship between fatigue, 

performance and volume when  

integrating a resistance program into a 

training schedule.

The first thing I do when meeting an 

athlete for a session is evaluate their 

mental and physiological state. This 

doesn’t mean lying them down on a couch 

and asking a series of psychoanalytical 

question nor getting them to point out 

ever niggle or tight muscle that they have 

noticed since last Sunday. Believe me, 

with triathletes that would be taking 

myself self down a very long road and we 

wouldn’t get anything done! 

It’s funny but you can judge a lot by 

what someone’s eyes say and their 

general body language - especially if 

they’ve had a high volume week of bike, 

run & swim sessions. In short if I think 

someone isn’t in the right mental or 

physical state for the session I will adjust 

their programming immediately, usually by 

lowering the intensity and readjusting the 

focus. If you are reading this an athlete 

rather than a coach you can still apply 

these principles. By reordering the 

exercises or reducing the load, we can limit 

the potential for injury but also maintain 

the effectiveness of the session.

how manY sessions a week?
Training frequency refers to the number of 

resistance training sessions that are 

performed during an athlete’s regular 

training program, whether it is on a weekly 

or monthly cycle. As a general rule we 

generally recommend at least 2 – 3 

resistance training sessions a week, this is 

considered the bare minimum to elicit 

physiological changes within the body. To 

begin with the frequency will be as regular 

as 3 times a  week as we look to familiarize 

ourselves with the movements and 

fundamentals of strength training. 

However, as we progress for the majority  

2 sessions a week is the optimum  

without detrimentally affecting the other 

training session. 

When we break this down even further, 

each session should only be a duration of 

30 - 45 minutes, so over the course of a 

month you are only strength training for 

around 4 - 6 hours, which is minimal 

compared to your swim, bike and run hours. 

This highlights the importance of 

maximising your time by performing 

quality sessions, using effective and time 

efficient exercises at the correct intensity. 

And similarly when athletes say they don’t 

have time to fit strength work into their 

schedule I show them this breakdown! At 

the end of the day it comes down to how 

badly you want to support the physical 

demands put upon your body and 

enhance your sporting performance! 

1. Common sense, caution and maturity are essential 

2. Swallow your pride and focus on quality over quantity. By starting light it is easy 
to increase the load, but start too heavy and you will increase the risk of injury. 

3. When performing Primary Movement (e.g. Squat or Deadlift), start by practicing 
the movement with a broomstick or just the barbell/dumbbell for a set of 10 
reps. Then perform at least 2 warm up sets (1 x 10 reps at 20-30% and 1 x 5 reps 
50-60% of your working weight).

4. Barbell – With exercises using a barbell start out with just the bar  
(usually 20kg itself) to get a feel of the base weight. From here you can gradually 
add load usually in 2.5kg-5kg increments. 

5. Dumbbell/Kettlebell - For exercises that require the use of dumbbells or 
kettlebells again start lighter than you think, generally 5kg is a good baseline, but 
this will vary from person to person.   

as a geneRaL RuLe we geneRaLLY Recommend  
at Least 2 – 3 Resistance tRaining sessions a week,  
this is consideRed the baRe minimum to eLicit 
phYsioLogicaL changes within the bodY. 

Kriss’ tips for choosing the correct weight
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