What Is The Best Workout When You Are Short On Time?
By Xtrainer

It’s a simple reality of the active lifestyle-sometimes you just won’t be able to squeeze in a full-length workout. While your workout may have to be short on time, it doesn’t have to be short on effectiveness. 

 What is the best workout when you are short on time? Be specific.

Even “the best” workout is only a “good” workout if it meets your goals. My favorite short workouts can be divided into a few basic categories.

Strength


Yes, it is possible to perform a decent strength workout in half an hour. Should you make a habit of it? No! But in a pinch, refuse to allow yourself to believe “Well, I can’t accomplish anything in a half hour so why bother working out at all?” Some quality strength training is much better than none at all. 

When it comes to brief strength workouts, I suggest focusing on a single (Read: ONE) compound movement. Good choices include squats, deadlifts, bench presses, and Olympic lifts. These lifts use lots of muscle and are extremely tiring. Since you don’t have much time, you’re going to be lifting with great intensity. You should be using weights that allow you to complete only about 5 repetitions per set. Keep the volume low. Your focus should be on lifting heavy weights with good form. 
Here are a few examples of quick strength workouts. Always use proper form with these lifts, and consult a medical or fitness professional before engaging in physical activity. 
Squat I 


While this workout certainly has its strength benefits, it is also well suited for those seeking to put on some mass. It is based on one of the most tried and proven mass building programs of all time. More on “20 rep squats” can be found here: http://www.bodybuilding.com/fun/irontamer5.htm 

1:00 Cardio warm-up, followed by some stretches. (IT IS IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER TO WARM UP EVEN IF YOU ARE SHORT ON TIME! If you get injured, you can expect to miss quite a few workouts. An ounce of prevention is greater than a pound of cure.) 


10xBar


5x50% 10-RM


3x75% 10-RM


20x100% 10-15-RM-That’s not a misprint, although it might not be completely plausible for all people. The general premise behind 20-rep squats is to take your 10-15 repetition max, and squat it 20 times. This means you’ll have to take a lot of deep breaths as you stand and rest in preparation for the next rep. 

A couple minutes of low intensity cardio-This will help to flush the lactic acid from your muscles and reduce soreness. 
Squat II


This is a more power-focused squat workout. Your working sets will only be three reps each. You can do up to 10 sets if you like in the time you have available, but 3-5 sets should be plenty if you’re truly lifting heavy. Don’t be afraid to take a good long rest in between sets, either. The squat is an extremely demanding lift, and you will probably need a few minutes to recover. 

1:00 Cardio warm-up, followed by some stretches.

10xBar


5x50% 3-RM


3x75% 3-RM


1x90% 3-RM


3-5x3 100% 3-RM 

A couple minutes of low intensity cardio. 

Deadlift


When you’re pressed for time, there’s nothing in the world like a deadlift session to make you feel like you’ve made the most of every minute. This workout is based on sheer simplicity: You pick up a heavy object up off the ground with your whole body, then repeat. 

1:00 Cardio warm-up, followed by some stretches.


10xBar


10x20% 1-RM


5x50% 1-RM


2x75% 1-RM

After the warm up sets, lift 80-90% or so of your one rep max for singles. It is important to reset after every rep when training with heavy deadlifts, for the sake of proper form (and your back!). Crank out as many reps as you can in the allotted time, but don’t rush through your rest periods. 

A couple minutes of low intensity cardio. 

Bench Press


While not the full-body killer that a squat or deadlift is, the bench press is nonetheless a great movement. This quick workout is based on the popular 5x5 routine used by both bodybuilders and strength athletes alike. Bodybuilding .com has several articles about the 5x5 for more information. 

1:00 Cardio warm-up, followed by some stretches.


10xBar


5x20% 1-RM


1x50% 1-RM


5x5x100% 5-RM


A couple minutes of low intensity cardio. 

General Physical Preparedness-“GPP”


GPP (by whatever name) bridges the gap between cardiovascular and strength training. It combines elements of both into an exhausting workout that provides some of the strength and power benefits of conventional strength training, as well as aerobic and anaerobic conditioning. It is a style of training that many are unfamiliar with, but will come love after they give it a try. The key word is after: GPP workouts give new meaning to the term “intensity,” and you won’t be loving them much while you’re fighting to keep your lunch down. You can learn more about GPP here: http://www.bodybuilding.com/fun/inmag10.htm 

There are an infinite variety of GPP workouts. You are limited only by your imagination. The main criteria for good GPP workouts is that they involve your whole body and are free from excessive “slowdowns” (Leisurely resetting between lifts, walking across the gym between exercises, etc.). However, they often fall into one of a few categories:

A GPP workout for TIME

The goal of some GPP workouts is to complete as many repetitions or circuits as you can within a given amount of time. Here’s a full-body GPP workout for time:


4 One-arm Snatches (2 each arm-use a kettlebell if you want) + 5 Pull-ups + 10 Push-ups+20 bodyweight squats=1 circuit…NOW DO THAT AS MANY TIMES AS YOU CAN IN (X) MINUTES!

Note that this is not just a haphazard conglomerate of exercises. The snatches are meant to be done heavy, and should be the most challenging part of the circuit. The pull ups will start out easy, but will grow very difficult after the first few rounds. The push- ups and bodyweight squats give you a chance to catch your breath before undertaking the more challenging parts of the circuit once again. At the same time, however, they’ll start to burn near the end of the allotted time. Don’t forget, it’s perfectly okay if you have to stop and rest a few times. Just as long as you’re pushing yourself, you’ll be making progress. 

One of the neat things about GPP is the variety of different progressions you can make as the original circuit becomes too easy for you. You could try to complete the circuit faster, performing more circuits the given amount of time. Or you could increase the time and continue at the same pace. Or you could use heavier weights, or wear a weight vest, or increase pace and wear a weight vest or…you get the point? 
A GPP workout for REPS

Other GPP workouts have no particular time frame. Instead, it’s up to you to push yourself to complete the prescribed number of reps. Here’s a simple yet effective GPP workout for reps:

Push-press (X lbs) for 50 repetitions. You may use dumbbells or a barbell. The total load should be roughly 50% of your 1-RM. 

The first 10 reps or so will come easy. The next few reps will start to tax your shoulders and triceps, and your legs will begin to fatigue shortly thereafter. By rep 25 or so, you’ll be sucking wind like you ran a marathon. Keep breathing. You’re only half-way! As with the timed GPP workout, rest if you must. Just keep fighting through to the end as fast as you can, even if you get to the point where you can only crank out three or four reps at a time. 
A GPP workout based on SPRINTS

You can create a plethora of GPP workouts based on sprints. A frequent practice is to mix in bodyweight resistance exercises with sprints. Here’s a sprint-based GPP workout sample: 

50 yard dash+10 Burpees+20 Crunches…Rest briefly (as little as you need), repeat as time allows. You could even pull a sled for greater resistance. 


Note that the crunches in this workout, like the bodyweight squats in the first GPP workout I presented, offer you a chance to catch your breath before moving on to another sprint. 
Conditioning 


Although most of us would probably like to lift weights all the time, cardiovascular conditioning workouts are essential for athletic performance and general health. It is well known that cardiovascular exercise also strengthens the heart and lungs, increases bone density, reduces stress, reduces risk of heart disease and some cancers, helps sleep patterns and builds stamina (Waehner). So do your cardio. 

These sample workouts will follow a different template than the previous workouts in that they be rest completely on time, whether it be overall time, time at a given intensity, or time at rest. You can apply any form or cardio you want to these templates-whether it be running, biking, swimming, or a machine you like, such as a rower. 

The Tabata protocol


The Tabata protocol allows for a quick but extremely intense cardiovascular and anaerobic workout. Workouts like this are so intense that they leave your metabolism elevated for a long period of time afterward, which means you burn calories while at rest. The Tabata protocol basically works like this: 

(Warm up for a few minutes)

20 seconds of maximum intensity, followed by 10 seconds of very low intensity or rest. Repeat for four minutes. 

(Cooldown)

That’s it. Now, some people will finish there. Others will perform a few different series of Tabatas, perhaps doing a different exercise each time (running, then rowing, for example). Still other change the work/rest ratio somewhat, or alter the overall time. For more on Tabatas, see this article: http://bodybuilding.com/fun/mahler55.htm 

HIIT Training 

High intensity interval training is similar to Tabatas in many ways. There will be 

periods of high and low intensity, and the overall duration is shorter than conventional cardiovascular training. HIIT training also has many of the same advantages as Tabata training, including a metabolic boost that continues even after you have finished exercising. Here’s a simple HIIT scheme: 

(Warm up for a few minutes)


1:00 Low Intensity (About 50-75% of your high intensity speed)


1:00 High Intensity 


Repeat for 10-20 minutes. 


There are a million and one other ways to arrange this. For example, this is a 1-1 work-rest ratio. You may prefer a 1-2, or a 2-1, or something in between. The choice is yours. More information on HIIT can be found here: http://www.teenbodybuilding.com/justin6.htm 

Low Intensity Cardio 

Sometimes your body just needs a break. Low intensity cardio allows your body to recover, while still providing the benefits of cardiovascular exercise. Low intensity cardio is a great way to loosen up a stiff and sore body. This is any easy one:


10-30 minutes of your choice of cardio at a relaxing pace. 


For a relatively fit person, this might mean a light run or jog. For others, it will be a walk or bike ride. Low intensity cardio is not meant to be the staple of your fitness regimen, but it is an invaluable tool for the maintenance of a healthy body. 
How effective can this quick workout be?

This question is dangerously worded. A better question: How effective can you 

make a quick workout? The effectiveness of these quick workouts, or any workout for that matter, is a determined by what you put into them. Now, obviously, if you’re standing there doing nothing but bicep curls and pouring your heart into every rep, you’re still not going to get anywhere. But when things like full body lifting, explosive circuits and high intensity cardio are prescribed, it is up to the trainee to put in the sweat, and he or she will see results. I firmly believe that workouts like those suggested above are better than 90% of the workouts most people do in the gym, which consist of haphazard isolation lifts and mind-numbingly dull cardio routines. 


Still, if you want to get into elite shape, save the short workouts for when you really need them, and use full length workouts when you can. There is so much information out there for one to either design a program or follow a “cookie-cutter” program, so I won’t get into that here. Suffice it to say that your focus should be on following a solid, full-length workout program and using short workouts when you must. 
When short on time is it easier to do an aerobic or strength training workout?


As I have written above, either type of workout (or a mixture of both, in the case of GPP) can be performed with relative ease even in a short amount of time. Which workout you choose depends entirely on your goals. 
BONUS QUESTION: Have you ever been short on time for training? How often does it happen, and how do you deal with it?

I have occasionally been short on time for training, although I try to plan my workouts in advance to make sure I will have plenty of time. But, a few times a month or so, something unexpected will come up and I’ll have do perform a workout with restricted time. I use the same methods I suggested in this article, with my particular favorites being full body lifts like squats and deadlifts and Tabata sprints. 
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