Examination of Periodization!
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Background: Periodization is the hallmark of many strength and conditioning programs across the country. Although this concept is widely used and written about, presented on, and despite the fact that it appears to work based on practical observation, little is supported by research (Cissik). Cissik also notes the bulk of the research conducted is short term, uses non-athletic populations, and primarily uses resistance training (i.e. machines), therefore, it becomes a challenge to apply the research to other populations, over many months to years, and utilizing various workout protocols. Periodization can be described as:

· A system of planned variation in program variables (volume and Intensity)

· Strategic Implementation Of Specific Training Phases

 Now, why is this so? While many factors influence this shortcoming, it is often the individuals performing the research that lack adequate training and personal experience to ask reasonable and logical questions, thus have little to no understanding of how the laboratory work can be applied to the field of performance. Many great coaches and trainers are often puzzled by the reviews, editorials, commentaries, and other articles written by the scientific “experts”, when in fact, research on periodization in the Western World is overall limited in scope. Unfortunately, there seems to be more reviews and interpretations that exist in an attempt to use periodization than there are data to support it.
Although it is an extremely valuable workout tool used in sports performance (I personally advocate its use), we have yet to answer some critical questions such as, what is the appropriate model of periodization for an athlete or team and how does one (i.e. coach, trainer, student or even a professor) learn its actual application? In the majority of university exercise science related programs, periodization is a microscopic, underemphasized segment of the curriculum, if ever mentioned at all.  Few courses exist that actual teach exercise programming beyond ACSM or NSCA guidelines. Moreover, many great texts on periodization do not instruct/coach the reader how to program. 

Reasons for Lack of Comparative Data

 Stone et al (2004) suggests that due to the demise of what he calls “Sport Science” in the United States, is in part attributable to IRB’s (Internal Review Board) not being familiar with the “Sports Science” concept. (Let’s just call it Sports Performance to save some of the confusion.) Therefore, this reduces what they call “monitoring studies” to analyze effects of different progression patterns. In addition, “Politically Correct” views of academics may regulate research away from studies looking at sports performance to more “comparative studies”, which is often seen in today’s literature governing periodization.

Rhea (3) states the resistance training community has yet to reach an agreement on optimal program design for strength development, although concur some form of periodization is needed for increased strength improvements. While this is true, what is hardly mentioned or even considered is the fact different doses of training volume (sets, reps, and weight) will result in different magnitudes of strength development and the amount of strength increase with different workout protocols changes as an individual becomes more highly trained. For example, volume, intensity, sets, reps, rest periods, exercises, frequency, have to change in order for one to make continual progress and strength improvements. Therefore, could there ever be an “optimal program design”? What about for novice, intermediate, advanced, or professional and elite athletes?  Siff (5) states that trying to achieve the “optimal program design” creates the belief that periodization is an exact science in which training programs can be designed based on precise calculations of volume and intensity of every training session for the entire mesocycle is simply not valid.

Some studies (1,3,4) attempt to equate volume so that both the intervention (i.e. periodization group) and the control group complete the same amount of work throughout the study. However reasonable this may sound, it’s imperative to keep in mind that the periodized protocol will probably yield greater results due to the higher volume performed by manipulating the volume and intensity. So, if volume is equated, wouldn’t that offset the advantage of the periodized program? Cissik (2) continues that equating the volume simply defeats the purpose if it takes the subjects out of the optimal rep range for a desired effect.

Although periodization is governed by theory, most aspects of research in the sports performance world are driven by other coaches and trainers via theory and/or team successes and coaching experience, which in the majority of cases, are often ahead of those in academia or working in the laboratory. We should all be aware that more research is needed. However, if periodization is used extensively in sports performance, and works for many and those advocating its use, do these things always have to be based on science?  Perhaps more individuals should take a more creative and lucrative approach with respect to periodization, and other aspects of exercise physiology and athletic performance.
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 Wave –Like Pattern Progression

No other data has been found that directly compares different progression patterns of cycle length periodized training in order to gauge the relative effectiveness of one pattern against another.  However, of the limited data available, it does show wave-like variants are effective in maintaining or even increasing strength and power in both elite and moderately experienced athletes during long in-season periods.  In addition, case Studies also reported good results.

· No Data comparing different progression patterns to assess effective of one pattern against another

· Although used by numerous coaches and very effective, haven’t been able to demonstrate it

· Although it’s not a foundational basic science, serves a more practical/functional view to research
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Figure 1: Original Model for Linear Periodization
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Figure 3: Sample of a Wave Pattern Progression

