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In the first article of this two-part series, we talked about diet. Now we’re going to cover workout secrets. 

Secret #1: Got tension? 
I’m not all that smart. This makes it even more important that I surround myself with smart people –like scientists, for instance. 

Each week I nag research scientists at academic centers all over the planet with my questions about muscle. Many of them believe that if you want your muscles to get bigger, then you have to make them generate lots of force. The more force, the better. 

As a muscle generates force it experiences a form of mechanical stress known as tension. Tension, it is believed, is a powerful muscle-building signal. Simply stated, more force = more tension = a stronger muscle-building signal. Repeated over time, this results in bigger muscles. 

Whenever you’re pumping iron, think ‘tension’. Always strive to place your muscles under more tension, whether that be by lifting heavier loads (i.e., more weight), by using stricter form (e.g., less cheating, slower rep speed), or by other means. 

Secret #2: Hold on a second. 
When your muscles generate force without actually shortening to any appreciable extent, we say that they are performing an ‘isometric’ contraction. Many of your muscles (e.g., the calves) perform isometric or near-isometric contractions all day long without you even realizing it. 

When you lift weights, there is a very brief period of time during each repetition where your muscles are generating just enough force to hold the load in place, but not enough to actually move it. This is an isometric contraction. 

One of the leading muscle growth researchers, Dr. Kenneth Baldwin (University of California at Irvine) recently told me that the isometric portion of each rep may be a very important muscle-building stimulus. Some of his peers in the scientific community have said much the same thing. 

If you want to send a stronger muscle-building signal, try extending the duration of the isometric portion of each rep. There is more than one opinion about where this should be done. You’re best bet is to experiment by holding the load in place at different joint positions. 

Example: During the barbell squat exercise, experiment with holding the load in place about ¼ of the way down from the top (standing) position. Dr. Robert Fitts of Marquette University tells me that this is where your thigh muscles can generate the most force. He proposes holding the weight in place here for 5 seconds before finishing each rep. Do 8-10 reps like this. 

Secret #3: The only time when 50% is more than good enough. 
You don’t always have to be making your muscles generate a lot of force. Sometimes the use of lighter loads (i.e., higher reps) can be valuable for giving your body that look that defines --literally and figuratively-- a real ‘physique’. 

Your 1-repetition maximum, or 1-RM, is the heaviest load that you can complete a single repetition with. After warming up really well, determine your 1-RM in the following exercises: bench press (chest), military press (shoulders), close-grip bench press (triceps), squat (thighs), stiff-legged dead-lifts (hamstrings), standing calf raises (calves), bent-over rows (back), barbell curls (biceps). 

At the end of your regular workout for each muscle group, complete as many reps as you can with 50% of your 1-RM in the appropriate exercise. For instance, on the day that you work your thighs finish off with one set of barbell squats using 50% of your 1-RM. Record the number of reps you complete. This is your target rep number. 

Whenever you can complete the target number of reps with a given load, increase the load by 5 pounds at your next workout. For instance, once I’ve done my regular workout for thighs, I often finish off by lifting as much weight as I can for 35 reps. This is the number of reps I was originally able to complete with 50% of my 1-RM in this exercise. This single set of 35 reps is the most painful of the entire workout! 

Completing as many reps as you can with 50% of your 1-RM is a great way to burn up glycogen (stored glucose) in your muscles. If you do this routinely, it encourages your muscles to store more glycogen. Some scientists think that this kind of training may also increase the diameter of your blood vessels. 

The end result is that your muscles appear more full, shapely, and vascular. You can see changes in the mirror almost overnight. Also, routine exhaustion of your muscle glycogen stores keeps your fat-burning metabolism running faster all day long. 

Secret #4: Got stretch? 
Animal studies suggest that stretch is a powerful way to build muscle. These studies often involved conditions (e.g., extreme muscle stretching for many hours) which would be difficult or impossible to mimic in the gym 

There may be hope. Researchers now propose that even the short periods of modest muscle stretching imposed during your typical body-building workout may be enough to affect muscle growth. 

Muscle mass can increase when a muscle increases in length or girth (diameter). Stretch increases muscle length, whereas conventional body-building workouts tend to increase muscle girth. Theoretically, the greatest increases in muscle mass would be achieved by increasing both muscle length and girth. One means of attempting to do this is to perform isometric contractions when the target muscle is in a lengthened (stretched) position. 

Here’s an example for you to try at your next biceps workout. Perform dumbbell curls seated on an incline bench. The incline will allow you to really stretch your biceps. Hold a dumbbell in each hand and slowly curl the weight up as far as your elbow joint will allow. Alternate back and forth between each arm. When the dumbbell is about two inches above the bottom (starting) position, hold it in place (isometric contraction) for 5 seconds. Do this during every rep for a total of 8-10 reps. 

Secret #5: You’ll be home in time to watch ‘Survivor’. 
‘Survivor’ comes on at 8 P.M., and it’s almost 7 P.M. now. You can be at the gym in less than fives minutes. Do you have enough time? 

Damn straight you do. If you’re working out with weights 4-5 times a week, then 50 minutes is more than enough time to build a great physique with. Heck, you may even be able to catch some of ‘Who wants to be a millionaire?’ 

You can powerfully stimulate a muscle to grow in as little as 10-15 minutes, if not less. You just have to remain very focused and intense for each one of those 10-15 minutes. Keep your rest between sets to 60 seconds. Occasionally try resting only 20-30 seconds for something different. You’ll get an amazing pump! 

Using the techniques described above, you can build a remarkable amount of muscle without passing away a life-time in the gym.
