
www.EricWongMMA.com 1 

 
Optimal Interval Training for MMA 

By Eric Wong, BSc, CSCS 
 
Interval training has quickly become the go-to choice for mixed martial artists looking to 
maximize their cardio. 
 
The most popular form of intervals talked about by coaches and fighters worldwide is known 
as Tabatas, named after Japanese researcher Dr. Izumi Tabata.  
 
The Tabata study (the abstract of which is here: 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8897392) lasted for 6-weeks and was performed 
entirely on a stationary bike.  
 
Before we get to an overview of the study, you need to know a couple of technical terms. 
 
VO2 max is the maximal amount of oxygen your body can use during exercise.  

It’s often expressed as 50 mL/kg/min, which means your body can use 50 mL of oxygen per 
kilogram of bodyweight per minute of exercise.  

You don’t need to know what each exact number means, just that the higher this number, the 
more oxygen your body can use and the more powerful your aerobic system is in producing 
energy. 

VO2 max is often used as a measure of aerobic fitness, but for MMA, it’s not the definitive 
number, since many other conditioning factors come into play outside of VO2 max, such as 
strength, power, anaerobic threshold and anaerobic power, to name a few. 

Now that you know the terminology involved, here’s an overview of the famous Tabata 
study: 
 
Group 1 

• Performed 5 workouts per week of 1 hour each at about 70% VO2 max, increasing the 
intensity to maintain the work load at 70% 

 
Group 2 

• Performed 7-8 alternating sets of 20 seconds at 170% of VO2 max and 10 seconds of 
rest, 4 days per week 

• When more than 9 sets could be completed, the resistance level was increased 
• Also performed one workout of 30 minutes at 70% of VO2 max per week, with 4 sets 

of ‘Tabata’s’ at the end 
 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8897392


www.EricWongMMA.com 2 

Results Summary 
• Group 1 improved their VO2 max by about 5 ml/kg/min (52 to 57), but didn’t improve 

their anaerobic capacity 
• Group 1 made steady progress each week 
• Group 2 improved their VO2 max by about 7 ml/kg/min (48 to 55) and also improved 

their anaerobic capacity (notice they started lower) 
• Group 2 made most of their improvements in the first 3 weeks, then they hit a  plateau 

 
As you can see, Group 1 started at a higher VO2 max number versus Group 2 (52 vs. 48) and 
actually ended up with a higher number at the end (57 vs. 55). 
 
So even though Group 2 (20/10 group) had a greater increase (7 ml/kg/min vs. 5), they also 
started at a lower level and based on the fact that people starting at a lower level of fitness 
have greater room for improvement, this isn’t surprising. 
 
Also notice that Group 2 made most of their improvements in the first 3 weeks before hitting 
a plateau, whereas Group 1 made steady improvement over all 6 weeks.  
 
You can also see that the guidelines for this study are EXTREMELY precise, such as exact 
levels of intensity, shown as a % of VO2 max.  
 
Important Takeaway Point #1 – There’s No Magic to 20/10 
 
When we have people taking this work and using it to say that their way of doing things is 
‘scientifically proven’ to increase ‘cardio’ better than any other form of exercise when what 
they are doing (eg. 20 seconds of Burpees with 10 seconds of rest) has no resemblance at all 
to the original study is a mis-truth at best and blatant and damaging lie at worst.  
 
There are some fundamental differences between working at 170% of VO2 max (like in the 
Tabata study) compared to doing Burpees that make doing Burpees very ineffective as a 
choice of exercise for 20/10 intervals to improve cardiovascular fitness, such as: 
 

• Relatively long periods of muscle relaxation vs. biking – when you bike at 170% VO2 
max, your leg muscles are constantly contracting, whereas during Burpees, when 
you’re in the air everything is relaxed, cutting the amount of true muscular work in 
half or more 

• There is a greater skill component to performing Burpees – while this may be 
beneficial if used properly, if max intensity training is desired, you want to decrease 
skill demands so you can focus on intensity 

 
These are 2 of the differences that make it impossible to say that doing Burpees (or any other 
exercise for that matter) will give the same fitness results as the Tabata study.  
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Important Takeaway Point #2 – Perform Intervals for 3-4 Week Blocks at a Time 
 
As shown in the study and as practiced by many of history’s top track and field coaches, who 
you would think would be the biggest proponents of interval training since VO2 max plays a 
very important role in running events, interval training must be used in blocks, not 
constantly throughout the year. 
 
Using intervals all the time will lead to plateaus because of central nervous system fatigue and 
overuse injuries. 
 
In the study the participants hit a plateau after 3 weeks doing intervals, but they were 
performing them 4 days per week. 
 
That’s why I recommend 3-4 weeks of intervals at a time, because I recommend 2-3 sessions 
per week not 4, as you’ve got other things to train (eg. learning how to punch someone’s chin 
really really hard).  
 
 
Important Takeaway Point #3 – Follow a Progressive Program 
 
One great thing they did in this study was adjust the intensity as the subjects got more fit, 
which is something that is missing in so many programs. 
 
A progressive program will ensure you force your body to adapt and will help you make the 
fastest gains possible. 
 
So what program should you follow? 
 
That’s where I can help.  
 
Through the years, I’ve constantly searched for the most efficient methods for getting my 
athletes results. 
 
The quicker we can get to the finish line the better – there are other qualities and skills to train 
and any wasted time or energy is unacceptable. 
 
For interval training, I typically rely on the following three methods: 
 

Name Work Time Rest Time Reps 
Anaerobic Threshold Intervals 3 – 6 min 2 min 3 – 5  

Aerobic Power Intervals 1 – 2 min 1 – 2 min 6 – 10  

Short Burst Intervals 15 – 30 sec 15 – 45 sec 6 – 12 
 
Now I’m going to describe these 3 powerful methods, show you when to use them and give 
you a progressive program for each one. 
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Anaerobic Threshold Intervals (AnT) 
 
WHAT 
 
The anaerobic threshold is the intensity level at which you can maintain work before you start 
engaging the anaerobic energy system. 
 
Because the aerobic energy system is virtually limitless, at or below this point, you can 
maintain this level of intensity. Once you go above this level of intensity, fatigue begins to 
accumulate and sooner or later, you’ll have to slow down. 
 
The anaerobic threshold occurs at a certain heart rate, which can be determined as follows: 
 

1. (220 – age) x 0.9… eg. For someone 20 years old, 220-20 = 200 x 0.9 = 180, it’ll 
generally be within 5 beats per minute of this number (so for the 20 year old, 175-185 
bpm) 

2. Run as far as you can for 15 minutes and take your AVERAGE heart rate (you need a 
proper heart rate monitor for this) 

 
WHY 
 
By working at this point, you’re going to increase your anaerobic threshold, raising the 
intensity level that you can maintain without fatigue. 
 
WHEN 
 
See periodization table at the end.  
 
HOW 
 
I’ve found that using a stationary bike is best for anaerobic threshold intervals because you 
can easily adjust the resistance or RPM to find the right level to get your heart rate to and 
maintain it near your anaerobic threshold. So if you’re 20 years old, using the formula above, 
your goal is to perform the entire work interval in the 175-185 bpm range. Perform 2 sessions 
per week. 
 

Week # Work Time Rest Time Session 1 Session 2 
1 3 min 2 min 3 reps 5 reps 

2 4 min 2 min  3 reps 4 reps 

3 5 min 2 min  3 reps 4 reps 

4 6 min 2 min 2 reps 4 reps 
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Aerobic Power Intervals (API) 
 
WHAT 
 
Aerobic power intervals work specifically to develop 2 components of your aerobic system:  
 

1. Lungs - increases lung strength and your ability to breathe deep and fast 
2. Heart - increases heart strength which increases the amount of blood your heart can 

pump with each beat (for physiology types – increases stroke volume leading to 
increased cardiac output) 

 
WHY 
 
Think of Aerobic power intervals as max strength training – you want to increase your max 
strength in your bench press so pushing guys off of you feels easier – by the same token you 
want to increase the max strength of your aerobic system so it’s easier to maintain lower 
levels of exertion and your aerobic system can work at a higher level if necessary. 
 
WHEN 
 
See periodization table at the end.  
 
HOW 
 
I’ve found that running outside gives the most powerful stimulus to the heart and lungs, with 
the AirDyne stationary bike (fan resistance moving both arms and legs) a close second. The 
key is to work as hard as you possibly can for the work interval. 
 

Week # Work Time Rest Time Session 1 Session 2 
1 1 min 2 min 6 reps 8 reps 

2 1.5 min 2 min  6 reps 9 reps 

3 1 min  1.5 min 6 reps 8 reps 

4 1 min 1 min 7 reps 10 reps 
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Short Burst Intervals (SBI) 
 
WHAT 
 
Short burst intervals engage your most powerful energy systems (anaerobic lactic and 
anaerobic alactic), thus they work on your power endurance. 
 
They’re also a great method to work on mental toughness! 
 
WHY 
 
By performing short bursts of work followed by progressively decreasing rest times, you’re 
working on your ability to work at max intensity then quickly recover and do it again – power 
endurance. 
 
WHEN 
 
See periodization table at the end.  
 
HOW 
 
Short-burst intervals can be used effectively with MMA specific drills like repeated combos 
on the heavy bag and takedown drills. Sprinting and the AirDyne are also good tools to use. 
For best results, mix it up and use different methods each session in a week.(not within 1 
session).  
 

Week # Work Time Rest Time Session 1 Session 2 
1 15 sec 45 sec 7 reps 10 reps 

2 20 sec 40 sec 7 reps 10 reps 

3 20 sec 30 sec 7 reps  9 reps 

4 25 sec 25 sec 6 reps 8 reps 
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PERIODIZATION TABLE 
Updated May 30, 2014 

 
Joe Miller posted this on the wall of my 
Facebook Page:  
 
I looked over the report and it contained 
errors!  
 
I’m surprised and embarassed this hasn’t 
been caught yet! 
 
So I’ve edited the report and also added this 
table, showing 3 different time periods and 
how I’d structure the sessions for peak 
conditioning without overtraining. 
 
If you have Q’s, hit me up on FB. I may not 
reply right away (if at all), but if/when I do 
I’ll do my best to help you out. 
 
12 WEEKS OUT 8 WEEKS OUT 6 WEEKS OUT 
 
12WO : 2 x AnT 
11WO: 2 x AnT 
10WO: 2 x AnT 
9WO: 1 x API 
8WO: 2 x API  
7WO: 2 x API 
6WO: 1 x API 
5WO: 2 x SBI 
4WO: 2 x SBI 
3WO: 2 x SBI 
2WO: 1 x SBI 
1WO: no hard intervals 
 
 

 
8WO: 2 x AnT 
7WO: 2 x AnT 
6WO: 2 x API 
5WO: 2 x API 
4WO: 1 x SBI 
3WO: 2 x SBI 
2WO: 1 x SBI 
1WO: no hard intervals 
 

 
6WO: 2 x AnT 
5WO: 1 x AnT, 1 x API 
4WO: 2 x API 
3WO: 1 x API, 1 x SBI 
2WO: 2 x SBI 
1WO: 1 x SBI 
 
NOTE: these aren’t the only 
S&C workouts you do, you 
also use CAGE Cardio style 
workouts and weights, 
however that’s beyond the 
scope of this report and fully 
outlined in Ultimate MMA 
 

FIGHT WEEK 
• No weight lifting 
• No super intense intervals, however moderate aerobic intervals are good, so Aerobic 

Power intervals at 70-80% of the speed you’d normally do are fine twice, but end no 
later than 4 days out 

• Your focus is cutting weight, technical training, nothing dangerous and  lots of mental 
 

 

http://ultimatemmastrength.com/
http://cuttingweightformma.com/

