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FITNESS & EXERCISE

High-Intensity Training Is Powerful, but Not for
Everyone

The evidence supports hard intervals, but it also shows why your health, starting point and
preferences matter more than the hype.

The appeal of going hard

You have limited time, a pair of trainers and a workout promising maximum returns for
maximum effort. High-intensity training can feel like the efficient answer: work harder, finish
sooner and trust that discomfort means progress. The research offers some support for that
appeal. It does not offer permission to ignore your starting point.

Most studies examine high-intensity interval training (HIIT), often comparing it with
moderate-intensity continuous training (MICT). The language makes HIIT sound like a single,
standard workout. It is not that simple. Reviews include interventions that differ in their length,
frequency and interval design, which can influence the results.

That matters because "high intensity" is not an identity you earn or a test of character. It is one
way to train. Aerobic activity increases breathing and heart rate, while resistance, balance and
flexibility work develop different parts of fitness. Most people benefit from combining types
rather than treating the hardest one as the only one that counts.

Regular physical activity may help prevent or delay type 2 diabetes, heart disease, high blood
pressure and stroke. It may also improve mood, stress and physical strength. Those benefits
belong to physical activity broadly. You do not need to turn every workout into an all-out effort
to claim them. Even modest amounts of movement can help.

What hard intervals can deliver

A 2023 review of 29 randomised trials in young and middle-aged adults found that both HIIT
and MICT improved body composition and cardiorespiratory fitness. HIIT produced greater
changes in waist circumference, percentage fat mass and peak oxygen consumption, but the
authors judged the clinical importance of those differences to be limited.

That last detail is easy to lose. A statistically detectable advantage is not automatically a
dramatic real-life transformation. The review concluded that HIIT's effects on fat loss and
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cardiorespiratory fitness were similar to or better than continuous moderate training, with
results potentially influenced by age, obesity, intervention length, frequency and interval
design.

Among adults with overweight or obesity, a 2021 review covering 66 studies and 3,964
participants found that aerobic, resistance, combined and high-intensity interval training all
increased maximal oxygen consumption. HIIT was slightly more effective than aerobic training
for that measure. Resistance exercise remained important when muscle strength was the goal.

Blood pressure research tells a similar story about keeping HIIT in perspective. A 2023 analysis
of 270 randomised trials found that HIIT reduced resting blood pressure, but so did aerobic,
dynamic resistance, combined and isometric training. In the network comparison, isometric
exercise ranked highest for reducing systolic blood pressure; HIIT ranked below the other
modes examined. Harder was not automatically better.

Elite logic does not belong to everyone

Endurance athletes provide a useful correction to the idea that serious training means
spending most of your time at high intensity. A 2022 review of middle- and long-distance
runners found greater improvements in studies using larger volumes of low-intensity training,
combined with smaller volumes of threshold work and HIIT, than in studies concentrated
around threshold intensity.

The review also found that training intensity could look different depending on how it was
measured. Session ratings of perceived exertion, heart rate, blood lactate, race pace and
running speed did not necessarily classify the same programme in the same way. The authors
recommended combining objective and subjective monitoring to guide decisions.

That does not turn an athlete's training distribution into a prescription for you. It makes a
narrower point: even people training specifically for endurance performance do not necessarily
make hard work the bulk of their activity. Intensity is a tool inside a larger programme, not the
programme itself.

The most useful training plan is also one you can continue. General exercise guidance
recommends building activity slowly, practising regularly, mixing activities and avoiding a
sudden push that is too hard. Enjoyment matters because an activity you like is easier to make
habitual. A theoretically efficient workout has little value if it drives you towards burnout or
makes you stop.
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The people who need a pause

If you have not exercised for a while, the sensible starting point is slower than the workout
marketing may suggest. Your body adapts to the activity you practise, and gradual increases
can help you become stronger, faster or more flexible without pushing too hard at once. Small
amounts of exercise still count.

You should check with a healthcare professional before beginning if you have difficulty moving
or balancing, or if you are worried that exercise may not be safe for you. Older adults can
benefit from endurance, strength, balance and flexibility activities, but the appropriate amount
depends on age and health. Being older does not rule exercise out; it makes individual context
important.

Research in people with heart disease shows why that distinction matters. A 2022 review of 15
trials involving 664 people aged 52 to 78 compared HIIT with MICT in coronary artery disease
and heart failure. HIIT improved peak oxygen consumption in coronary artery disease, while
that measure did not appear to change in participants with heart failure.

The same review found improvements in some other markers, but not all of them. This
evidence shows that HIIT has been studied in people with cardiovascular disease; it does not
make a hard interval workout a do-it-yourself medical plan. If you have a health condition or
safety concern, deciding what activity is right for you belongs in a conversation with your
healthcare professional.

Make Monday a starting point

Your first move does not need to be a punishing session. On Monday, choose one activity you
genuinely enjoy and establish what ordinary movement feels like before deciding whether high
intensity belongs in the picture. Walking, running, swimming, cycling, dancing and resistance
exercise are all forms of activity represented in general exercise guidance.

Use a phone fitness tracker or another wearable activity tracker to record what you do. The
purpose is not to chase a number or copy somebody else's effort. It is to create a record of
your own starting point and notice whether you are building activity gradually rather than
making one abrupt leap.

Pay attention to how you feel as well as what the tracker records. If you have pain, extreme
shortness of breath, dizziness or simply do not feel right, stop exercising and seek help
immediately. That is the point at which finishing the workout stops mattering.

High intensity may eventually become one useful part of your training, but it does not need to
be the entrance fee. Monday takes an activity you enjoy and a phone fitness tracker. If health,

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 3o0f4



SOﬂ deX sofidex.com

movement or balance makes you uncertain, it takes one conversation with your healthcare
professional first.
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