The Busy Person’s Workout:

How to lose weight and get into great shape in 4 hours a week

There is a lot of conflicting information these days concerning the amount of time necessary for an effective fitness program. Most of us do not have a lot of free time and are interested in maximum results in minimal time. The purpose of this article is to establish that in approximately four hours a week you can lose weight, get into amazing shape and maintain your results. Although four hours a week is not a small time commitment with today’s hectic pace, it should not seem like a lot of time when it comes to taking charge of your health and fitness.

In order to maximize results and minimize time we need to train smart and avoid wasting time. For the purpose of weight loss and general fitness three aspects of training and lifestyle are essential: cardiovascular/conditioning, resistance training and nutrition. Effective strategies are needed in order to address each of these three aspects and create a holistic approach to training. This article will focus on the cardio/conditioning and resistance training aspects in respect to a time-efficient fitness program. 
Cardiovascular/Conditioning Training:
GOALS - lose weight via caloric expenditure and/or burn fat 

TIME – (3) 20-30 minute sessions a week

Train Hard: When it comes to the efficacy of a fitness program a lot of time is often lost on the “cardio” portion. In order to lose weight it is not necessary to spend endless amounts of time on a treadmill. A very effective and efficient approach is interval training/high-intensity short-duration cardio. Interval training is cycling through higher intensity work mixed with lower intensity/ recovery periods. More calories are burnt in a shorter period of time due to the higher intensity level. Any piece of cardio equipment can be utilized as well as a jump-rope, a high-school track or football field and even your own living room. This adds a lot of versatility to an exercise program due to the endless options. This type of training is ideal for those whose goal is to lose weight because the overall caloric expenditure is very high.


An additional advantage to high-intensity short-duration cardio is the increase in metabolism that persists for up to several hours after the workout. This phenomenon is called “EPOC” or excess postexercise oxygen consumption. The magnitude of EPOC has been shown to be greater after anaerobic conditioning work than after traditional cardio/aerobic training. The higher the intensity level of the workout the greater the effect of EPOC is afterwards. Some studies have also linked EPOC to a greater degree of subcutaneous fat loss although this has not been proven conclusively. Because efficiency is a priority EPOC needs to be maximized in order to continue burning calories at a higher rate during the recovery period after a workout. Adding a short interval or conditioning phase to the end of each resistance training session will ensure that the level of EPOC is high. 

The Tabata protocol is an effective and time-efficient way to ensure that the metabolism is spiked at the end of each workout. Because of its short duration (4 minutes) it is ideal for the end of a resistance training workout. Developed by Japanese research scientists it is touted as possibly the most effective interval. 20 seconds of high-intensity work are alternated with 10 seconds of low-intensity work or rest. This pattern is repeated for a total of 8 times or 4 minutes. Any piece of cardio equipment as well as bodyweight exercises, dumbbells, barbells, etc. can be utilized. Remember the harder the effort the greater the degree of EPOC is to follow so make sure the 20 second work period is at the highest, safe intensity level.

Train Specifically: When it comes to burning fat not all cardio is created equal. If the overall caloric expenditure of an activity is high fat will be lost indirectly, but when is fat used as fuel for work? The only time fat is used as the sole energy source is at rest. Unfortunately, at rest not enough energy is expended to facilitate body-composition change. By training at the proper intensity level it is possible, however, to use fat as the primary fuel source.  When working at 65 – 70% of your maximum heart rate 60% of energy comes from fat as the fuel source with the other 40% coming from glucose. Because the intensity level is lower not as many calories are burnt, but fat is directly utilized. This type of activity is ideal for those who have reached their goal weight and are trying to change body composition.
Resistance Training:
GOALS- build lean body mass while gaining strength; raise metabolism

TIME – (3) 45 minute sessions a week


Resistance training (weight training) is arguably the most important part of any fitness program. Through proper training the percentage of lean body composition is increased raising the metabolism. More calories are burnt even when at rest. (Remember this is the only time the body uses fat as its sole energy source!). Following the guidelines below a highly effective resistance training program can be designed and performed in a little over two hours a week.

Train Smart: When selecting exercises choose compound, multi-joint movements for the upper and lower body. These exercises focus on muscles as groups and are much more functional than isolation exercises. During a bench press, for example, the triceps, shoulders and chest are recruited. With the exception of advanced lifters, most people do not need to work their triceps in isolation. Every program has a place for isolation work, but it is not necessary in an efficient and effective workout.

Use free weights instead of machines. When using free weights more muscles are recruited during each exercise in order to stabilize the body and maintain correct posture. Because of this added element more energy will be expended throughout the course of the workout, and perhaps more importantly muscular imbalances and faulty motor patterns will be corrected while posture is improved.


Train Efficiently: Make sure to choose exercises that address the entire body. Often certain muscle groups are neglected when working out. Many people only focus on the muscles that they want to work on for aesthetic purposes or avoid exercises that they consider too hard or uncomfortable. Unbalanced training can eventually lead to injury, and opportunities to create lean body mass are lost, therefore never boosting the metabolism to its full potential. Select compound movements that address both the lower and upper body. If a workout is designed properly, allowing for appropriate rest periods, a total body workout can be performed three days a week. 

Circuit training is an effective method that can be utilized to minimize the duration of an individual training session. One exercise is performed and immediately followed by a different exercise (usually for a different muscle group) with virtually no rest between exercises until the end of the circuit is reached. Because of the minimal rest periods more energy will be expended over the course of the workout. Each individual muscle group will have enough time for proper recovery allowing you to get the most out of each exercise. Choose compound exercises that address each of the following areas: lower body pull, lower body push, upper body pull, upper body push and core.

The Program: (The following is intended to be a sample 1-week program utilizing the previous information in an organized manner. The set/repetition scheme and exercise selection should be changed and cycled following a periodized approach in order to ensure safety and effectiveness while avoiding adaptation and overtraining. This workout should not be applied universally as it is necessary to modify any program in accordance with the goals and capability of the individual.)
Monday: Resistance training workout #1(45 minutes)
	Exercise
	 
	 
	Sets
	Reps

	Warmup:
	 
	 
	5 - 10 minutes
	 

	Circuit:
	front squat
	 
	3
	       8

	 
	military press
	3
	8

	 
	romanian deadlift
	 
	3
	8

	 
	seated cable row
	3
	8

	 
	incline press
	 
	3
	8

	 
	hanging leg raise
	3
	8

	Conditioning:
	tabata protocol
	4 minutes
	 


Tuesday: High-intensity short-duration cardio workout #1 (30 minutes)
Wednesday: Resistance training workout #2 (45 minutes)

	Exercise
	 
	 
	Sets
	Reps

	Warmup:
	 
	 
	5 - 10 minutes
	 

	Circuit:
	lunges
	 
	3
	 8 each

	 
	push press
	 
	3
	8

	 
	1-leg bridges
	 
	3
	8 each

	 
	cable pulldown
	3
	8

	 
	alternate arm dumbbell bench press
	3
	8 each

	 
	side bridges
	 
	3
	10 each side

	Conditioning:
	tabata protocol
	4 minutes
	 


Thursday: High-intensity short-duration cardio workout #2 (30 minutes)
Friday: Resistance training workout #3 (45 minutes)

	Exercise
	 
	 
	Sets
	Reps

	Warmup:
	 
	 
	5 - 10 minutes
	 

	Circuit:
	deadlift
	 
	3
	8 

	 
	alternate arm military press
	3
	8 each

	 
	back squat
	 
	3
	8

	 
	1 arm standing cable row
	3
	8 each

	 
	standing cable press
	3
	8

	 
	stability ball plank
	3
	30-60 sec 

	Conditioning:
	tabata protocol
	4 minutes
	 


Don’t avoid training due to time constraints. It’s your health and fitness and you can take charge. The above workout can be performed in 3 hours and 15 minutes a week. I have seen my clients who are some of the busiest people achieve their fitness goals in minimal time by training intelligently and efficiently. Get started today and avoid wasting the time that you can’t afford to waste. 
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