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Overtraining is probably the most common and most overlooked problem for everyone who has ever picked up a barbell.  When you started lifting weights, your goals were probably to become stronger and bigger with respect to bodybuilding, powerlifting or Olympic lifting or to enhance another sport.  I’m sure you didn’t set out to become injured (perhaps chronically) or to waste your time by taxing your body to the degree that the trained area or the entire system cannot recover.  Yet this is often what happens.


I’ll illustrate with the two most commonly overtrained bodyparts — the shoulder and the lower back.  The rotator cuff is a group of four small muscles whose main function is to stabilize your shoulder.  This area is involved in so many aspects of weight training that it is impossible to avoid placing stress on it even when you’re training properly.  


For example, if you worked out on a standard six-day split routine, your rotator cuff would be stressed to its limit on chest and back day.  Then on the following day the cuff would be needed to provide most of the stability during your shoulder presses, shrugs and all of your biceps and triceps work.  Your leg workout might include deadlifts or stiff-legged deadlifts, or you might not have the flexibility to position your hands properly under the bar, which would force rotation in your shoulder.  Plus, the rotator cuff would be fighting the traction force pulling down on the shoulder during the deadlift.  


The end result is that you’d be stressing this small but vital group of muscles for six straight days.  That, by definition, is overtraining, especially if the training were in high volume or to failure.


And what happens when you add weight to this routine the following week?  If the situation is compounded by diminished shoulder flexibility and/or adhesions from a previous injury, then there’s a high probability that you’ll incur an injury.  Obviously, this can get to be a vicious cycle that could result in your six day split being brought to a grinding halt. 


It is a similar pattern with the lower back.  To begin with, many people train this area improperly.  So if you overtrain the lower back from rowing motions on back day, arch it excessively on the bench press on chest day, use it for support on squat day and bring it into play on barbell curls, shrugs and a dozen other exercises every time you go to the gym, you can see where your back is going to be highly vulnerable to fatigue and injury.  Plus, if the biomechanics of your back have been altered by hip flexion exercises (leg raises) or poor squatting style, then your chances of injury are dramatically increased.


Ten years of workouts would have little effect if you constantly overtrained your shoulder and low back.  Your body needs to recover, to synthesize protein and to adapt.  If you make excessive demands on it—by training too much, getting too little sleep and taking in insufficient calories year in and year out this recuperative ability will be severely compromised.


Overtraining leads to what is known as an “overuse syndrome”; tendinitis, bursitis and various muscular aches and pains are sure to follow, making simple tasks — such as getting out of bed, off the floor or out of the car —difficult.  The overall effect of overtraining is decreased performance or loss of strength and development for the average trainee, fatigue, sleep disturbances, mood swings, loss of appetite, inability to improve especially if you try to train harder.  The first stage of overtraining is called overreaching.  The second stage is called overtraining.  Overreaching can take 3 days to a few weeks to recover from and overtraining takes a few weeks to a few months to recover.  Weight training programs are not absolute; however, you must learn from your mistakes and reevaluate your methods and reasons. 


Five-time world record holder David Shaw is a perfect example of an athlete whose size and strength were developed on what would be considered a very conservative program.  David has been training for almost 35 years.  He works out four times per week.  When he was in high school, he trained six days a week trying to gain weight for the shot put.  As he got older, he found he no longer had the time or the desire to do it that way.  He also found that he made quicker gains with shorter performance.  


Here is David’s current workout schedule in its entirety:

Sunday

Bench Press (heavy) 7 sets, pyramiding

Close-grip Bench Press 4-6 x 6

Seated Press 5 x 8

Barbell Curl 4-6 x 10

Bicycle 25 minutes

Tuesday

Deadlift 7 sets, pyramiding

Wide-grip Lat Pulldowns 5 x 10

Close-grip Lat Pulldowns 4 x 10

Thursday

Bench Press (light) 2-3 x 10

Seated Press 4-5 x 8

Barbell Curl 4-6 x 8

Bicycle 25 minutes

Saturday

Squat 5-8 sets, pyramiding

Bicycle 25 minutes

When David trained with a light and heavy squat workout, he said, he didn’t recuperate and consequently lost training time.  Instead, “If I squatted once per week, I gained squat poundages more consistently.”  Many feel that cutting back will ruin their lift or physique.  That is not true.  The basic exercises work the muscles so thoroughly; you need a week to recover.  The shorter routines are attractive to people who are looking for supplementary training to benefit performance in another sport or to ex-athletes.  


“One must set reasonable limits to avoid overtraining,” David continued.  “Many trainees have never learned their own body and consequently follow the training ideas of others.”  They structure two-to-three hour workouts and think they must stop training when other priorities make that schedule impossible.  This training causes many people to stop training.

David also suggests using a 10-to 12-week cycle of poundages followed by a one-to-two-week layoff after every cycle to let your body recuperate from the stress.


“My foundation is the basics, and it is flexible so that if something of greater importance like school or work should arise, I can easily work around it.  I started competing in powerlifting in 1969.  I was working at that time, and since then I also achieved my A.A. in physical education in 1970, my B.S. in recreation in 1972 and my MBA in 1985.  I am currently working on my M.S. in psychology and have competed on an international level in this sport.”


Another athlete who’s learned about overtraining through trial and error is Samir Bannout, Mr. Olympia 1983.  For the 1982 Mr. Olympia he trained with the Barbarian brothers.  David Paul and Samir would each strap a 50-pound dumbbell around their waist and perform 35 pullups for up to six sets.  Looking back now, Samir knows that two sets would have been enough at that intensity; in fact, he thinks that the overtraining caused him to lose mass.


“I weighed 186 pounds at the 1982 Mr. Olympia.  The 1983 contest found me weighing 196 pounds.”  Samir changed his training style to what they call “instinctive.”  Now he listens to his body and trains by how he feels on a given day.  


“Without a doubt,” he said his injuries have decreased.  “This way of training is the most exact and correct way to train,” he advised.  “Don’t count the sets, and train as heavy as you can, correctly.”


An example of Samir’s chest routine is as follows:





Bench Press 4 sets





Cable Crossover 4 sets





Dips 2 sets


I have seen Samir come into the gym, train and leave while the others were still training the bodypart they were on before Samir arrived.  


Ed Coan is another athlete who utilizes a less-is-more training philosophy, and I think that he is the single greatest strength phenomenon since Paul Anderson.  Ed has lifted 965 pounds in the squat, 551 pounds in the bench press and 860 pounds in the deadlift when weighing 217.  In the 242 lbs. class, he has squatted over 1000 lbs. and deadlifted over 900 lbs.  He trains three days a week.


Experience brought Ed Coan to the same conclusion that David Shaw reached.  Both had trouble recuperating when they included both a heavy and light squat routine in the week’s workouts.  The heavier the workout, in fact, the longer the recovery phase, they discovered.  Before 1985, when he lightened up his overall program, Ed had small tears of his pectoralis major, biceps and hamstring muscles.  Since he dropped the light workouts, there have been no more muscle tears.


Today Ed’s squat program consists of six sets total, including a 135-pound warm-up set.  After the warm-up he increases the weight considerably on every set doing three reps or less and works up to 850 pounds for five reps on the sixth and final set.  


He uses very simple, if any, accessory lifts.  He does not perform flyes or lying triceps extensions, and he cycles his poundages over a 14-week period.  He also uses brief five-week cycles of “percentage lifts” until he is ready to start the heavy weight again.


The idea of cycling poundages will be a basic tenet of bodybuilding within 10 years.  The body and the mind are not capable of the same output day after day.  Once the lifts progress and you hit a plateau, it is time to rest, start over with less weight, logically plan your next realistic goal and, in a sense, get a running start on the higher poundage.  


Remember that the original definition of weight training is progressive resistance exercise.  You cannot lift maximum weights on a routine basis.


The vast majority of people who lift weights never compete in any sport—which is precisely why they should not structure their training programs like the professional bodybuilders they read about.  Supersets, giant sets, PHA and the like have their place in training, but they are not necessary to achieve growth.


Witness the examples of the champions described in this story.  They did it with less.

Author’s note: David Shaw is being inducted into the Powerlifting Hall of Fame on March 27, 2004 at the California State Powerlifting Championships in Los Alamitos, CA.  Other inductees that day include Pat Casey, Steve McMormick and Tom Overholtzer.  Samir Bannout still trains hard at World Gym in Venice, CA.  Ed Coan is retired from powerlifting.  
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