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Too busy to shed kilos by running for hours on end? Nick Galvin reveals the benefits of battling the bulge in short, sharp bursts.

For misinformation and half-truths, it's hard to beat the topic of weight loss. Search online for ''fat burning'' and you'll uncover dozens of supposed
exercise ''tips'' and ''tricks'', all of which claim to have the secret of how to get into shape fast with minimal effort.

Apparently, low-intensity exercise is the most efficient way to burn fat. Get into the gentle ''fat-burning zone'', we are told, and the weight will fall off more
easily than if you do that painful, sweaty, high-intensity exercise.

Sounds great but the bad news is it's wrong. The good news, however, is that by getting a little hardcore science on your side, you can make your
workouts more efficient and effective for shedding kilos.

Toughing it out ... high intensity workouts are better for weight loss. Photo: iStock

Keep track
So, what is meant by high-intensity exercise? Sports scientists usually calculate the intensity of exercise using a measure called VO2 max, which is the
amount of oxygen your body can consume when exercising at maximum capacity.

But unless you happen to be an elite athlete, that's way too complex. A much simpler way to calculate how hard your body is working is as a percentage
of your maximum heart rate. A good approximation of your maximum heart rate is 220 minus your age.
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To keep an eye on your heart rate while exercising, you can wear a relatively inexpensive heart-rate monitor. Also, most modern gym machines can
display your heart rate. High-intensity exercise is usually defined as being between 70 per cent and 85 per cent of your maximum heart rate.

Staying in this region is hard work, which is why fitness experts often prescribe ''interval training'', which pushes you into this zone for a short period,
then allows you to drop back to a more comfortable level before stepping up the pace (and heart rate) again.

A better burn
Where has all the confusion come from that exercising at lower intensities is a more efficient way to shift fat?

It's true that at lower intensities, the body uses a greater proportion of fat than carbohydrate as fuel. But at higher intensities, while you burn
proportionately less fat, you will still burn a greater net amount of fat.

''I don't want to denigrate the value of low-intensity exercise,'' says a lecturer in exercise science at the University of NSW, Gail Trapp, who is the author
The 8 Second Secret, which debunks the low-intensity myth.

''I am firmly convinced that our obesity problem is partly due to food but is largely due to the very sedentary lives we lead,'' she says, ''so anything that
gets people up and moving is a good thing.

''Having said that, when you are talking about weight loss and exercise, you do need to do either very high volumes or high intensity. Let's face it, who
has got the time or interest in going for a run for two hours, four or five days a week?''

The evidence
In 2008, Trapp and her colleagues did an experiment with 45 women, who were split into three groups. One group was assigned a high-intensity
exercise program of interval training, which was 12 seconds of slow cycling followed by eight seconds of sprinting for up to 60 repeats. The next group
was given a regime of low-intensity or ''steady-state'' exercise and the remainder were a control group.

Both exercise groups improved their cardiovascular fitness but only the high-intensity group lost significant weight.

''If you do the standard steady-state hour three times a week, it's very good for your health,'' Trapp says. ''And one of the things we should be
emphasising are the health benefits rather than the weight-loss benefits. But it doesn't do it for weight loss - particularly if you don't modify your diet.''

There's no doubt that high-intensity exercise, at least initially, is hard. However, Trapp was surprised by how quickly all the women in the high-intensity
group got used to it. In particular, she recalls one participant who did it tough.

''In the first training session, she vomited into the wastepaper basket,'' she says. ''In the second session, she had her head in the wastepaper basket
and didn't actually vomit and by the end of six sessions she was doing the full 20 minutes. The adaptation was remarkably fast and that astonished us.''

It's also important to find the type of high-intensity exercise that suits you. You might be the sociable type who enjoys aerobics classes, or solo sessions
doing interval sprints in the park might be more your thing.

If you haven't exercised for a while, are over 40 or very unfit, you should see your doctor before starting an exercise program.

Comments

» «

»Great, so you are replacing one 'myth' with yet another one.«

»High intensity interval training is certainly great and I and many other cyclists will tell you that you get strong and fit quickly. However, ask any professional cyclist what they do when
they want to lose more fat and be sure that it stays off.«

»The reason that lower intensity long session exercise is better for you in the long run is that you deplete less of your glycogen stores in muscles but especially in bodily organs. This
means that when you are NOT exercising, you have considerably lower food cravings and much more balanced blood sugar levels.«

»Do intervals to get fit and strong, but do long endurance exctivities to get the weight to stay off long term.«

Martin | Melbourne - May 30, 2011, 10:40AM

» «

»It's not hard to find dozens of other published studies with evidence, that say low intensity is more effective... for reasons as simple as a need to eat more after a high intensity
workout«

MG - May 30, 2011, 10:41AM
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