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Rossendale Harriers

Technique to measure the quality of your training sessions taking into account your effort and the length of the session

Introduction. 

Most athletes keep a training diary.  This records basic details.  6 miles steady; circuits session 1 hour.

Do you count warm ups and warm downs?  A speed session may be quite short but leave you feeling more tired than a longer steady jog.
How do you compare the intensity of one session with another.

Some methods of recording tries to use % of maximum heart rate multiplied by time.  The problem with this is getting an accurate heart rate in the middle of a session.

This RPE method has considerable attractions.  It is based on how you feel during a session, which is key.  If you are tired your body will be using more effort to undertake the same session and this method deals with this.

Try it.  It comes from the Peak Performance stable.
Session RPE method

Foster et al developed a method of evaluating training using a variation of the Borg Rating of Perceived Exertion (RPE) scale (see table 3 below), which is designed to measure subjective perception of effort(3).

To calculate the effort involved, the time of the session (in minutes) is multiplied by the RPE scored. For example, for 60 minutes of weight training, rated as very hard (RPE = 7), TRIMP = 60 x 7 = 420.

	Table 3: the Borg Rating of Perceived Exertion scale 

	Rating
	Descriptor
	Rating
	Descriptor

	0
	Rest
	6
	–

	1
	Very, very easy
	7
	Very hard

	2
	Easy
	8
	–

	3
	Moderate
	9
	–

	4
	Somewhat hard
	10
	Maximal

	5
	Hard
	 
	 


Foster and his team studied the reliability of this method, asking subjects to rate various types of aerobic training sessions performed on a bike, 30 minutes after the session had finished(3). They claim that, while this use of the RPE scale is unconventional, it is not influenced by momentary changes in intensity, which are proven to influence ratings.

The subject provides a ‘global’ rating of the session, known as ‘session RPE’, which allows for better comparisons between different types of training, especially sessions that are not dependent upon heart rate.

Foster’s study showed that session RPE was a more reliable indicator than heart rate data for evaluating the intensity of endurance training. And, more recently, other researchers have confirmed its reliability for evaluating the intensity of strength training(4).

For example, a session of strength exercises involving sets of 4 reps at 90% of rep max was rated higher than a session involving sets of 15 reps at 50% of rep max (rep max being the highest weight possible for that exercise and defined as 100% intensity for strength training).

The session RPE method is very useful for athletes in a variety of sports that involve a variety of training modes, especially anaerobic and technical training, e.g. ball games and power sports. Athletes in these sports may train for long periods of time, and while their average heart rate for the session may be low, indicating a light aerobic training load, the overall training load on the body (including anaerobic and neuromuscular work) will be significant and needs to be calculated.

The hypothetical example of a runners’ training schedule, set out in table 3 and the accompanying bar chart below, illustrates the power of the session RPE method, which can also be calculated and plotted in Excel.

Here we can see how the session RPE method can be used to quantify the training load across different types of training. This makes it a very powerful monitoring tool for many different sports. This hypothetical example shows that, while the Tuesday evening sparring and circuits session looks the most demanding of the week, in fact the athlete perceived Monday evening’s 90- minute technical session as more demanding.
	Table 3: a week’s training for a boxer using the session RPE TRIMP method

	Day
	Session
	RPE
	TRIMP
	Session
	RPE
	TRIMP

	Monday
	30 min slow run
	3
	90
	90 min circuits
	4
	360

	Tuesday
	45 min slow run
	3
	135
	6 x 5 min hill reps sparring / 4 x 5 min recovery
	7/4
	290

	Wednesday
	rest
	–
	–
	90 min steady run
	3
	270

	Thursday
	45 min slow run
	3
	135
	5 x 4 mins hard/ 5 x 8 min recovery
	8/2
	240

	Friday
	rest
	–
	–
	Rest
	–
	–

	Saturday
	30 min steady 
	4
	120
	40 min strength work in the gym
	6
	240

	Sunday
	rest
	–
	–
	2 x 25 min tempo run
	5
	250


[image: image1.png]e

MM T T W W T T FF S S sulsu
A PM MM PM O AM P AW PM PM PM AW PM AW AW




This is a useful illustration of how ratings of training load can correct mismatches between what the coach thinks of as hard training and what the athlete actually experiences. Evaluation based on ‘actual’ rather than planned training will be important for many athletes striving to achieve their best.

The table and bar chart below and right give a second example of the use of the session RPE method, using a hypothetical training schedule. This illustrates how Session RPE method can point to monotony in training routines, since the plot in the bar chart shows very similar values for all sessions. In the light of this data, coach and athlete could easily make adjustments to either the length or intensity of training sessions to allow for more variation in the weekly training schedule.
	Table 4: a week’s training for a tennis player using session RPE

	Day
	Session
	RPE
	TRIMP
	Session
	RPE
	TRIMP

	Monday
	90 min steady run
	3
	270
	60 min gym
	4
	240

	Tuesday
	90 min steady run
	3
	270
	30 min intervals
	7
	210

	Wednesday
	90 min steady run
	3
	270
	60 min tempo run
	4
	240

	Thursday
	90 min steady run
	3
	270
	45 min plyometrics
	5
	225

	Friday
	90 min steady run
	3
	270
	60 min tempo run
	4
	240

	Saturday
	90 min steady run
	3
	270
	30 min intervals
	7
	210

	Sunday
	rest
	–
	–
	rest
	–
	–


TRIMP = Training Intensity Measurement
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