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  NASM OPTIMUM PERFORMANCE TRAINING™

Consider a client named Jordan. She is in her late 50s and has tried all kinds of diets 

and various workouts, but even when she succeeded, the weight crept back. You’re a big 

supporter of the NASM Optimum Performance Training™ model, but you’re fairly certain 

that Jordan won’t be happy if you drag out a foam roller at the start of her first session. 

Her main goal, she has told you in no uncertain terms, is to lose weight—20 pounds, to 

be exact. 

DON’T SACRIFICE ESSENTIALS LIKE FLEXIBILITY TRAINING AND CORRECTIVE EXERCISE TO HELP WEIGHT 
LOSS CLIENTS MEET THEIR GOALS. YOU CAN MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR TIME TO KICK UP THEIR CALORIE BURN 
AND PROGRESS THEM SAFELY.

BY R ICK R ICHEY,  MS,  DHSC

Unfortunately, many weight loss clients 
(and the � tness professionals who train 
them) wonder why they should spend time 
on things like assessments, self-myofascial 
release, � exibility training and corrective 
exercise. These activities do not burn 
tons of fat or energy, so their value is not 
immediately obvious when weight loss 

is the goal. (How to help clients reframe 
their goals in terms of health and other 
nonscale improvements is a discussion 
for another day.)

However, good trainers are de� ned, 
not by their ability to help clients burn 
copious amounts of calories, but by their 
skill in aiding clients to reach their goals 

safely, e� ectively and e�  ciently. � e NASM 
OPT™ model is designed for exactly that, 
when used in its entirety. � is means fol-
lowing all of the model’s progressions and 
guidelines with everyone, even clients who 
are hyperfocused on a single outcome.

Maximize Fat Loss 
With Creative Programming  
� e easiest way to build more calorie-burning 
into a training session is to teach clients 
to do self-myofascial release, stretching 
and muscle activations on their own. � is 
way, a trainer can plan a full 60-minute 
exercise routine for trainer and client to 
do together in the gym. But due to physi-

The NASM OPT™ Model and the Weight Loss ClientThe NASM OPT™ Model and the Weight Loss Client
   Turn Up the Burn: 
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This circuit allows for stabilization, endurance and metabolic 
outcomes to be accomplished on all fronts. Remember to have 
clients do each set to fatigue, which can be voluntary (“I think 
I should stop there”) or observed (you see that a client cannot 
perform the exercise again without compensation). Keep in mind 
that this program allows for 20 minutes of a 60-minute session 
to be split between a warmup and a cooldown.

40-Minute Circuit

total-body exercise: 
dumbbell squats 
to overhead press 

60-second cardio burst: 
speed jacks

chest:  
pushups

60-second cardio burst: 
mountain climbers

back: 
body-weight rows

60-second cardio burst: 
high knees

shoulder:   
single-leg bent-over YTAs

60-second cardio burst: 
ice skaters 

legs:  
reverse lunges 

60-second cardio burst: 
burpees 

Sample Phase 1: Stabiliza-
tion Endurance Circuit 
With Mini Cardio Bursts

cal limitations, time constraints or poor 
adherence, this may not be workable for 
all clients. In these cases, there are some 
simple ways to increase a session’s meta-
bolic demands and leave plenty of time 
for those important “extras.”

Let’s look at what we can do to maxi-
mize fat loss in the 40-minute workout 
portion of a 60-minute session of Phase 1 
Stabilization Endurance training—while 
still allowing for a 10-minute warmup and 
a 10-minute cooldown.

Make Every Second Count 
With Circuits
Resting after each set is an extremely 
common practice, but it limits the total 
amount of work and metabolic demands 
placed on the body during a specific 
time frame. Circuit training limits the 
rest interval until a� er completion of a 
predefined series of exercises, thereby 
shortening overall rest time throughout 
the session.

Circuits can be done in a relatively short 
amount of time and still provide excellent 
bene� ts. Kirk et al. (2009) designed a re-

sistance training program that increased 
metabolic e� ect and energy expenditure 
in just 11 minutes. Even in this short 
time (11 minutes!), an increase in energy 
expenditure can favorably affect body 
composition. I am not suggesting limiting 
resistance training to 11 minutes, but you 
could triple or quadruple that duration 
and still have time for assessments, foam 
rolling, stretching, core, balance and other 
components of exercise programming.

How Circuits Equal 
a Greater Calorie Burn
Here’s the math: During Phase 1 Stabilization 
Endurance training, each repetition is 
performed at a slow tempo (4/2/1), so each 
rep lasts approximately 7 seconds. Since 
the repetition range is 12–20, the total time 
per set is 84–140 seconds. Translation: A 

single 20-rep exercise equals roughly 2.5 
minutes of continuous resistance training.

A typical vertical-load circuit may include 
the following types of exercises prior to 
resting: total body, chest, back, shoulders 
and legs. If all � ve of these exercises are 
done at a 4/2/1 tempo for 20 reps each, 
the series provides a total of 700 seconds 
(11 minutes 40 seconds) of exercise. Do 
the series three times through, and you’re 
at 35 minutes. Even with a few seconds of 
“transitional” rest when switching between 
exercises, this leaves nearly 25 minutes for 
other activities.

What Research Says 
About a Slow Tempo
In a 2012 study, Mukaimoto & Ohno 
used a four-exercise circuit, which par-
ticipants performed in three ways: slow 

Good trainers are defi ned, not by their ability to help clients

burn copious amounts of calories, but by their skill in aiding

clients to reach their goals safely, effectively and effi ciently. 
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Myth Buster: Fat Burn and 
Exercise Intensity 
Weight loss clients often have preconceived notions and misperceptions about 
what strategies work (or don’t). That’s why the NASM Weight Loss Specialization 
(1.9 NASM CEUs) provides insights into numerous myths and what science says 
about them. One such example covered in the WLS textbook is this: “You have 
to exercise at a low intensity, or you won’t burn fat.” According to the book, 
this has a “distorted grain of truth” in it.

“During exercise of low intensity, there is a higher percent contribution from fat as a 
fuel source. However, this is offset by the higher energy expenditure during high-intensity 
exercise” (NASM, p. 97). The table below makes these relationships easier to see: 

Calorie and Fat Expenditures

Intensity Calories 
Burned

% Contribution 
From Fat

Total Fat Calories 
Expended

low 100 kilocalories 60% 60

high 500 kcal 40% 200

In a study by Miller et al. (2014), eight obese men completed a 30-minute high-
intensity circuit training workout three times per week for 4 weeks (a total of 
6 hours of exercise). Data analyses before and after HICT revealed a 3.6% decrease 
in fat tissue percentage over the course of the study, as well as reductions in 
resting heart rate, systolic blood pressure, cholesterol, insulin and other metrics. 

The major difference between this workout and an NASM OPT™ model Phase 1 
workout is that the tempo in the study group was as fast as could be performed. With 
this in mind, keeping slow resistance training while getting creative with programming
—varying intensity and other factors—could increase metabolic demands.

To learn more about the Weight Loss Specialization program, 
visit nasm.org/products/ceu161k.

  NASM OPTIMUM PERFORMANCE TRAINING™

RICK RICHEY, MS, 
DHSC, NASM-CPT, 
CES, PES, is a NASM 
Master Instructor, 
� tness industry edu-
cator and owner of 

ReCOVER and Independent Training 
Spot in New York City. He completed his 
DHSc at California University of Pennsyl-
vania in 2018 and has trained numerous 
high-pro� le and traditional clients.
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strength training circuit. � is increases 
metabolic expenditure, boosts intensity, 
and results in higher heart rate spikes 
during the workout. Plus, it adds only 
5 minutes to the total circuit time. � is 
cardio-enhanced circuit—three times 
through—takes 40 minutes to complete, 
is incredibly challenging for all clients and 
still leaves 10 minutes before and a� er 
for warmup and cooldown. It also allows 
the resistance tempo requirements of the 
NASM OPT model to stay intact. See the 
sample workout on page 51 for how this 
might look in practice.

Keep Clients Safe 
While Losing Weight
� e NASM OPT model is a smart system 
designed to � ne-tune the whole body, not 
just parts of it. � is helps to keep your 
weight loss clients safe—and focused on 
more than burning calories.

tempo, low intensity; normal tempo, 
low intensity; and normal tempo, high 
intensity (each protocol had its own 
day). VO2 consumption was measured 
continuously throughout each exercise 
session and for 180 minutes a� er.

� ere was no di� erence in excess post-
exercise oxygen consumption (EPOC) a� er 
the workouts were complete, but during 
the slow-tempo circuit, participants con-
sumed signi� cantly more oxygen than they 
did during the other exercise sessions. As 
oxygen is a vital component in metabolism, 
this indicates that the slow-tempo circuit 
produced greater caloric expenditure than 
either of the other two formats.

Boost the Burn With 
Mini Cardio Bursts
If you want to make metabolic expenditure 
even greater, you can add a 60-second 
cardio burst at the end of each set in the 
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