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In recent years this magazine, and especially this column, have covered the subject of periodization in depth.  The reason why this training method gets so much attention is simply that it works.  Periodization training used to be called “cycling,” and unfortunately, many of the articles on it were very complicated and didn’t explain the advantages in language that the average lifter or trainee could understand.  Now that the advantages are apparent to everyone, many bodybuilding writers have jumped on the bandwagon, and the information is generally being presented in more digestible packages.  


At the Soft Tissue Center we’ve received considerable mail from IRONMAN readers about the successes they’re having with sensible training programs based on periodization.  In this month’s column I chronicle the improvements made by one of our patients, personal trainer, John Heart, in Marina del Rey, California.


John had been training for 10 years and is in the process of moving up from state-level physique competition to the national level.  During most of that time he built his physique with traditional training methods, typically performing 15 to 25 sets per bodypart and working out six days a week.  Even so, John got to the point where he realized that it had been two years since he’d made any improvement in either size or strength.  He was getting a pump---as well as muscle soreness---but not the gains he was looking for.  In fact, with the help of the detailed training notes he always keeps, he determined that he’d been using the same poundages for the same reps and sporting the same degree of thickness for some time.  


Then a year ago John switched to a periodization program.  After reading the Sportsmedicine columns about periodization and overtraining that featured powerlifter David Shaw, John met Shaw at the Soft Tissue Center, and he noted that Dave had “thickness galore.”  Shaw’s advice to him was simple:  “Train four days per week and use periodization.”


John was also impressed by the column about shot-putter John Brenner [October ‘90], in which Brenner proudly emphasized that he had missed only two squats in his entire lifting career.  It was glaringly obvious to John Heart that such an achievement required a careful training plan, as most people miss more than 2 reps in a single workout.  


John tried the new system, cycling his training in 12-week periods, although he later determined that eight-week phases work better for him.  The cyclical approach altered the way he thought about his training and planned his progress.  If he found himself working too hard during the sixth week, he would wonder, “How can I increase six weeks from now?”  In other words, how could he continue to increase his lifts at the same rate?


His training flaws became obvious.  “I wanted to blast bodybuilding-style” he recalled.  “There is no guess-work in the eight-week cycle.  The instinctive stuff is down the tubes.  I have had no new injuries since starting periodization.”


John completed seven nonconsecutive training periods at the time of the article.  “The first two cycles were good for strength,” he explained.  “I squatted 365 for eight reps for the first time.  Then I ran into a bodybuilder friend and former training partner, and we trained for four months the old way.  After that I could only squat 365 for six reps.  I started over with periodization, and I was convinced.  I see it as a guarantee that I’ll be lifting planned weights.  Thickness was the main goal, and thickness was the result.  The most dramatic changes came on heavy leg movements, heavy deadlifts and all presses.”  


When John started his periodization program, he was pushing 185 pounds for six reps in the seated press, and he’s now using 225 for six reps.  On flat-bench dumbbell presses he started at 100 for six reps, and he’s now up to 145.  After he went back to using periodization and worked through several more training cycles, he ran into his old training partner again.  At that point John’s poundages in the squat, deadlift and dumbbell bench press had gone up 50 to 100 pounds, while the other fellow was still lifting the same weights he’d been using earlier in the year. 


John still performs light sets on occasion.  “After a major movement I may perform an isolation exercise with light weight for one to two sets, or I may not do them at all,” he explained.  “For example, after flat-bench dumbbell presses I might do one to two sets of incline barbell presses or flat flyes.  My total sets per bodypart are between three and eight.”


I warned him that the most difficult aspect of converting to periodization is getting through the first three cycles.  It may seem as though not much is happening.  The early weeks are easy, and you keep going up in poundage.  If you’re used to bombing and blitzing your muscles, it may not seem like much work at first, but six to seven months later, during the fourth cycle, you’ll be moving weights that will make you nervous.  


“You must be totally psyched for the weights,” John said, recalling his own fourth cycle.  “Before, the weights were relatively light at the end of the cycle, but now I start my squat cycle with 365 pounds, whereas I used to end with that.  Now I squat 405 for eight with no wraps.  I followed David Shaw’s advice, and I trained four days per week and a total of five to six hours per week.  I take off one full week after an eight-week cycle, and that is complete rest except for stationary biking three times per week.  All the lifts are performed once per week, and I spend two weeks at each weight.”


He noted a number of changes in bodybuilding training trends that have occurred since the 1970’s.


“In the ‘70’s aerobic training was considered sissy stuff; in the 80’s we used aerobic training.  Bodybuilding and powerlifting were separate.  Now in the ‘90’s powerlifting is coming back.  This represents true cross training for bodybuilding.”


As for the changes that John’s physique has gone through, he began his first cycle squatting 350 pounds for eight reps at a bodyweight of 240.  When he reached 365 for eight, he weighed 245.  He has since dieted down to 230 and squats 405 for eight reps.  What’s more, the increased thickness in his entire shoulder girdle, back and legs is quite impressive.  John is a classic example of what you can accomplish with a sensible, planned training program.  


There are many different types of periodization approaches for weight training, powerlifting and Olympic lifting, and the program becomes even more complicated when it’s adapted for a specific sport like football or track and field.  What I have been discussing in this column is a simple periodization program for weight training.  So I asked George Zangas for some input on other types of periodization.


Those of you who’ve been around the iron game for a few years will be familiar with George.  He was the director and organizer of the famed Thompson powerlifting team that included such notable champions as Bill Kazmier, David Shaw, Terry McCormick, Marvin Phillips, Larry Kidney, Bud Ravenscroft, Tommy Overholtzer, Ernie Steinkirchner and Enrique Hernandez.  George was the president of Marathon Nutrition and Distributing Company in Palos Verdes, California.


George talked about two advanced methods of periodization that originated in the Soviet Union.  The first is an intense training cycle that begins with six sets of two reps using 80 percent of your previous or recent maximum lift.  (In many periodization programs lift percentages are calculated from your projected maximum lifts rather than your current maximums, but that’s not the case here.)  The first five weeks of the cycle are as follows:

Week 1: 6 x 2 x 80%

Week 2: 6 x 3 x 80%

Week 3: 6 x 4 x 80%

Week 4: 6 x 5 x 80%

Week 5: 6 x 6 x 80%


These are the heavy workouts for the five weeks.  There is also a light workout each week that remains the same as the week-1 session throughout the cycle.  In the sixth week you begin decreasing by one set and one rep and adding 5 percent each week, as follows:  

Week 6: 5 x 5 x 85%

Week 7: 4 x 4 x 90%

Week 8: 3 x 3 x 95%

Week 9: 2 x 2 x 100%

Week 10: 2 x 1 x 105%


Remember that this is 105 percent of your last maximum.  It’s a very intense cycle.  Six sets of six reps with 80 percent is a significant work load.  Consequently, this routine is for seasoned lifters who are experienced in periodization.  If you’re just starting out with periodization, you can’t possible get enough rest and recovery between workouts to make gains.  The point of describing this system is to show you how the concept is carried out for different athletes and different needs.  This program requires a great deal of rest.  It is not suited for some.  I know one shot putter who tried this and stated it was too demanding.


Another method for the advanced lifter is the tonnage theory, which focuses on the total amount weight that you lift during the workout.  The tonnage is planned and monitored carefully; as usual nothing is left to chance or mood.  Using the above cycle as an example, let’s say that you were supposed to squat 500 pounds for six sets of six reps.  That’s a total of 36 reps multiplied by 500 pounds, or 19,500 pounds.  If you had an off day and could only squat for six sets of five reps with 500 pounds, you would lift 15,000 pounds, a reduction of 4,500.  As the Soviet Olympic weightlifting coaches applied the tonnage system, however, you’d be advised to drop the weight slightly and continue with the planned sets and reps, decreasing the weight to 475 and doing the full 36 reps, which equals 17,100 pounds.  This is a reduction of 2,400 pounds, which is 2,100 more than you’d have lifted if you’d cut your reps.


Even on a top-weight set, if you reduce the poundage just enough to enable you to get the planned set/rep scheme, you’ll lift a tonnage that’s close to the projected amount.  In all cases, at your next workout you should get right back on schedule.  


John Heart’s experience with periodization should give you an idea of how effective this training method is, and George Zangas described some very advanced periodization cycles that are based on other factors.  In general, you must be completely honest with yourself about your lifts so you can calculate your lift cycles accurately and make gains.  It doesn’t matter where you are now in your poundages; what matters is where you’re going.  
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