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WHILE YOU can’t flex your 
heart at will, new science shows 
that, much like you can build your 
biceps, you can actually improve 
the shape and function of that es-
sential muscle inside your chest. 
Do the right things and you’ll ren-
ovate it into a more spacious, more 
powerful model. 

And you need to. “As we age, po-
tentially starting as early as our 20s 
or 30s, our heart becomes stiffer 
and smaller—less capable of do-
ing aerobic exercise,” says Aaron 
Baggish, M.D., director of the Car-
diovascular Performance Program 
at Massachusetts General Hospi-
tal and part of a team conducting 
groundbreaking research on heart 
evolution and plasticity. 

The proper type of exercise 
doesn’t just avert that process; 
it improves the structure of your 
heart, he says. Specifically, it can 
make the left ventricle—which 
receives oxygen-rich blood from 
the lungs and pumps it to the body 
with a vigorous twist-and-release 
motion—larger and more elastic, 
letting it hold and squeeze out 
more blood with every beat. Big, 
elastic hearts are linked to lower 
blood pressure and better car-
diovascular health and fitness 
compared with smaller, stiffer 
hearts. And emerging research, 
including Dr. Baggish’s, has found 
that runners, subsistence farmers 
(i.e, the kind who walk the land all 
day to feed their families), and 
others who engage in sustained 
aerobic exercise have spring y, 
large-in-the-right-place hearts, 
which can reduce the risk of hyper-
tension and heart attack.

Not all people we consider super 
fit have structurally big, healthy 
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hearts, though. Dr. Baggish’s team 
discovered that NFL linemen and 
powerlifters have relatively thick, 
stiff hearts that are disturbingly 
similar to those of sedentary people. 

The reason why: Resistance and 
explosive training are about with-
standing pressure. That type of 
training produces intense, often 
sudden large-muscle contrac-
tions that make your blood 
pressure surge. To manage 
that and keep you from 
passing out, your heart turns 
itself into a stiff, round, thick-
walled fortress, which raises 
your risk of high blood pressure 
and low cardiovascular fitness.

EMOM ( you complete a cer-
tain number of reps in a minute; 
it stands for Every Minute, on the 
Minute) and CrossFit-style work-
outs that combine short bursts  of 
aerobic exercise with resistance 
training are a gray area. While 
they’re great for building mus-
cle, boosting metabolism, and 
burning fat, they haven’t yet 
been studied for heart re-
modeling, says Dr. Baggish. 
“But I would not say that cir-
cuit training and cardio are 
synonymous.” 

So cardio is king for your 
he a r t ,  but you a b s olut ely 
shouldn’t put down your weights, 
because lifting remodels your 
muscles to keep you strong for life. 
You just need the right blend of 
both, says Dr. Baggish, a self-de-
scribed “endurance guy.”

“I’m a cyclist, triathlete, and 
runner,” he says. “I do lots of vol-
ume and some lifting. I routinely 
turn my daily five-mile commute 
into a run workout.” Here’s a plan 
for making your heart better, too.

THE PUMPTK: 
BSmall Fact 
about the heart 
realting it to  
a machine.
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H E A R T  H E A L T H :  MH  S P E C I A L  R E P O R T

Not everyone who’s 
considered fit has  
a super-fit heart, 
according to recent 
science. Here’s how 
to be sure yours is as 
strong and healthy 
as the rest of you.   
BY SELENE YEAGER

Perform these workouts 
in any order, and double 
up if that makes them 
all fit better in your 
schedule. If you do 
hardcore resistance 
training and cardio on 
the same day, finish 
with the cardio. It can 
offset the artery- 
stiffening effects of the 
heavy lifting, says 
Jamie Burr, Ph.D., a 
professor at Canada’s 
University of Guelph 
and director of its 
human-performance 
lab, who has done 
research on heart 
remodeling in runners 
and swimmers. ***POST-INTERVAL BONUS*** 

To add a little muscle, do a round 
of pushups, burpees, pullups, split 
squats, dips, and kettlebell swings 
after your interval workouts.

EVERY DAY:  
RACK UP 15 TO 20 
MINUTES OF WALK 
BREAKS EVERY 
WORKDAY. There’s 

nothing your heart 
likes less than you 

sitting around  
all day. 

T H E  

M O D E L  H E A R T 
W O R K O U T

Your heart will do okay with a bare minimum  
of 150 minutes of moderate or 75 minutes of 
vigorous aerobic exercise per week. But to 
upgrade from a base-model healthy heart to a 
spacious, athletic model, you need to do more 
than that. Use this plan to get what you need. 

DAILY PLANS A M P L E  W E E K
MON

TUES

WED

THUR

FRI

SAT

SUN

30 minutes of easy to moderate cardio. 
Something to ease you out of the weekend and 
into the week: yoga, low-intensity cycling, etc.

Strength training.

Strength training.

60 minutes of moderate to vigorous  
aerobic exercise, like pickup basketball,  
running, or cycling.

Strength training, plus 20 to 30 minutes  
of mixed cardio; you can ping between  
rowing, SkiErg, and bicycling, for instance.

Intervals, 30 to 45 minutes, such as  
the Ramp It Up Intervals, at right. 

Intervals, 30 to 45 minutes, such as the  
Take Two Intervals, at right.

H E A R T- H E A L T H Y 
C A R D I O  I N T E R V A L S
These two examples of interval 
workouts hit the cardio sweet 
spot and can be done outdoors 
or on indoor equipment such as 
a bike or rowing machine.THREE DAYS A WEEK: 

STRENGTH TRAINING. 
Focus on a rep range of 
8 or more. That doesn’t 
create negative-pressure 
stress, says Dr. Baggish. 
Do powerlifting—pushing 
really heavy weights one 
or two times—sparingly. 
“It’s probably counter-
productive for heart 
health,” he says.

FOUR DAYS A WEEK: 
MODERATE TO VIGOR-
OUS CARDIO, INCLUD-
ING INTERVALS. You can 
remodel your heart with 
duration or intensity. We 
recommend both—it’s 
like cross-training for your 
heart. Intervals above 
60 seconds work best. 
Tabatas are great for your 
sprint but could create 
pressure fluctuations like 
heavy lifting does.

RAMP IT UP INTERVALS
After a good warmup (10 minutes 
or so), do:

 8 MINUTES AT A HARD BUT  
SUSTAINABLE EFFORT LEVEL. 

About 85 percent of your maximum 
heart rate (MHR), or 7 out of 10  
on a scale of perceived exertion  
(RPE), 10 being breathing so  
hard it’s impossible to speak. 

 4 MINUTES WITHOUT LETTING UP,  
INCREASING EFFORT. 

You should work at the limit you can 
sustain for that duration, which is 
about 94 percent MHR, 8 RPE.

 6 MINUTES RECOVERING AT  
A VERY EASY EFFORT LEVEL. 

About 60 to 64 percent MHR,  
1 to 2 RPE.

REPEAT.
Cool down.

TAKE TWO INTERVALS
After a good warmup (10 minutes 
or so), do:

 2 MINUTES AT VERY HIGH INTENSITY.
Crank it up so you’re working at 

95 to 100 percent MHR, 9 RPE.  

 2 MINUTES AT VERY LOW INTENSITY.
About 60 to 64 percent MHR,  

1 to 2 RPE.

 REPEAT 4 OR 5 TIMES.
Cool down.


