
WHY WE DO WHAT WE DO 
(in the weight room, that is) 

 
 

A commonly asked question:  “Why do we do this many sets/reps?” 
 

Believe or not there is a logical answer.   

 
Let’s start with REPS. 

 
The physiological adaptations of Reps if done at the correct intensity level and finishing all 

the prescribed reps are as follows: 
 

   15+: Conditioning 
   12: Conditioning, Hypertrophy 
   10: Structural Hypertrophy 
   8: Hypertrophy, Strength 
   5: Functional Hypertrophy 
   3: Power, Strength 
   1: Max Strength 
 
Performing a certain number of sets of the same reps focuses on absolutes.  For example, 
performing 4 sets of 10 reps focuses on absolute hypertrophy.   4 sets of 3 reps focuses on 

absolute power/strength. 
 

Pyramiding sets (i.e.: 8/6/6/5) allow focus on several different aspects.  Why would 
someone do this?  Simply to hit on different aspects at the same time.  In running terms it 
would be like running sets of 400’s and 200’s.  Here you would be taxing two different 

energy systems. 
 

 
Let’s look at SETS now. 

 
There are several different ideologies behind sets and even more rationales. 

 
It is generally accepted that when you increase reps, you decrease sets and vice versa.    Here 

is a guideline taken from Charles Poliquin (1997) that will help you understand: 
 

Reps:    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10    11    12    13    14    15 
Sets:        High 5-12                                                            Low 2-4 
 
 
 

 

 
 



Additional aspects of training. 
 

In addition to adjusting sets and reps, you may also adjust other parts of your workout in 
order to achieve similar goals.  Two of these aspects are Time Under Tension and Rest 

Time. 
 

TIME UNDER TENSION 
 

Time under tension (TUT) refers to how much time is being focused on lifting the weight.  
This time is broken down into down time, hold time, and up time.  For example, the generic 
TUT is 2-0-2, meaning you would lower the weight down for 2 seconds, with no hold, and 

then push it back up for 2 seconds.  Ways to vary this include the following: 
 

 Tempo  TUT per rep  Goal 
 1-0-X  ~1-5 seconds  Speed/Power 
 2-0-1   3  Max Strength/Functional Hypertrophy 
 3-1-3   7  Structural Hypertrophy 
 8-0-4   12  Stability/Control 
 
Obviously, you would need to adjust weight as a result of changing TUT.  Sets and reps 

would also need to change.  4 x 8 would work better for 3-1-3 than 1-0-X.  Conversely 5 x 3 
would work better for 1-0-X than 3-1-3. 

 
 

REST PERIODS 
 

Rest periods are a greatly overlooked aspect of training.  Certain training cycles will work 
better with certain rest periods.  Depending on your training goals, you would need to adjust 

your rest periods. 
 

  Rest Period   Training Goal 
  0-30 seconds   ~50% metabolic recovery 
  30 sec.-2 minutes  ~90% metabolic recovery 
  2-3 minutes   near complete metabolic recovery 
  3-5 minutes   near complete neural recovery 
  5-10 minutes   Complete neural recovery 
 
Generally, 90 seconds to 3 minutes is the guideline.  This gives your body adequate time to 

recover, yet does not allow your nervous system to relax.  
 
 

 


