
Are you in the ZONE? 

 

Indoors versus outdoors.  Outdoors versus indoors, each type of training has advantages over the other.  Yet, they both 

have the same training zones in common.  What is a training zone, and why is it important?  First, let’s start with the big 

advantage that indoors has over outdoors – one can easily argue it is the smooth “road” of the inside.  When you are 

riding outside there are many variables, you work with and against wind, terrain, and a host of environmental, 

physiological and psychological factors.  Inside you can control the environment and the terrain – thus, you can more 

readily work in specific training zones via the elimination of extraneous factors.  Indoor training ensures your body is 

getting the prescribed stimulus of a specific training session.  In contrast to the varying stimuli often created when the 

ride is outside.   

 

Often I will ask athletes that I coach to ride inside for certain workouts to maximize the “dosage” of their workout.  Each 

of the training zones is like a dose of medicine – the dosage creates a specific response in the body and thus a specific 

adaptation.  So, the first thing that is essential is having the right dose dialed in – this dosage is identified through the 

CycleOps Power Test (http://www.saris.com/t-CPTC.aspx?skinid=2).  After you have completed your test you now have 

your zones (dosages) ready for your training plan.  Your training plan (daily, weekly, monthly and annually that you or 

your coach created as a roadmap towards your goals) will identify for you when and how you need to exercise to create 

the optimal adaptation of your physiology with the most efficient use of your time.  Without a plan you are just working 

out – with a plan you build your strengths and hone your weaknesses.  Each training zone creates specific adaptations 

and each training zone fits into a larger whole.  The table below highlights some of the key elements of each zone (keep 

in mind the body is in a constant state of flux and is always “blending” systems and hence, fiber type recruitment 

depending on fitness, neuromuscular pathways, bike fit and a host of other factors – thus, the following is offered as a 

generalization of the complexity of the body’s intricacies): 

 

Training 

Zone – 

% of 

Threshold 

Power 

Rating of 

Perceived 

Exertion 

 1-10 Scale 

Primary 

Energy 

System 

Approximate 

% of 

Maximal 

HR* 

Primary 

Muscle Fibers 

Primary Fuel Benefits 

5 – 

Max 

effort 

10 

Very Hard 

Anaerobic Maximum Fast Twitch 

IIa and IIb 

Carbohydrate/ 

Creatine 

Phosphate 

*increases high energy 

phosphate stores 

(ATP/PCr) 

*Increases neurological 

recruitment 

4 –  

100-

120% TP 

8-9 

Hard 

Anaerobic  >85% Fast Twitch 

IIa 

Carbohydrate *improves lactate 

clearance 

*develops speed  

*develops power 

*elevates anaerobic 

capacity 

*hypertrophy of fast 

twitch fibers 

*increases anaerobic 

capacity 

*increases VO2 

3 –  

85-100% 

TP 

5-7 

Moderate 

to Hard 

Aerobic and 

Anaerobic 

80-85% Fast Twitch 

IIa 

Carbohydrate *increases 

oxidative/glycolytic 

enzymes 

*elevates lactate 

threshold 

*develops strength 

*increases blood buffering 

of lactate 
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2 – 

60-85% 

TP 

3-4 

Moderate 

Aerobic 65-80% Slow Twitch Fat *body fat/weight loss 

*skill/technique 

development 

*improves economy of 

movement 

*increases capillary 

density 

*increases oxidative 

enzymes 

*slow twitch development 

*connective tissue 

development 

*increases stroke 

volume/maximal cardiac 

output 

*increases muscle fuel 

storage 

*builds muscular 

endurance and stamina 

*increases blood volume 

1 – 

Up to 

60% TP  

1 to 2 – 

Easy 

Aerobic  Up to 65% Slow Twitch Fat *removal of metabolic 

waste 

*regeneration between 

intervals 

*recovery after hard 

training 

*rest during injury or 

illness 

*warm up or cool down 

*no muscular fatigue 

*Fitness level, stroke volume, and a plethora of other factors effect heart rate and heart rate zones  – see The Heartbeat 

of Power http://www.saris.com/athletes/PermaLink,guid,059eb168-b726-4d59-980d-38494d17b37c.aspx for more 

detailed explanation.  

 

Think of each zone as a building block for the next zone.  As you build your physiology from the bottom up (Zone 1 to 

Zone 5), you are creating a stronger you.  Each zone is dependent on the strength of the zones below it.  Thus, the 

anaerobic system is dependent upon the strength of the aerobic system.  The longer you can rely on the strength of 

Zone 1, the less you will have to rely on the limited capacity of the anaerobic system in Z5.  The more wattage you can 

get out of Z1 the more energy you get at less cost to the body.  It is just like driving your car in these days of high cost 

petroleum.  By having an efficient and strong aerobic system you get more power at less cost – kind of like a “green” 

ride.  As your threshold increases you will notice that your wattage output in each training zone increases!  We all want 

more power at less cost…using training zones within a periodized training plan is the way to get more power out of less 

effort! 

 

Try this zone altering workout the next time you have to “turn it up inside”: 

 

Time 

(minutes) 

Zone RPM Purpose 

10-15 Zone 1 80-100 Active warm-up, challenge yourself to stay in Z1 with cadence changes 

every five minutes! 
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5-10 Zone 1 90 Aerobic stimulation 

10 Zone 2 90-95 Slow twitch maximization, the key is steady state, really make sure your 

wattages have minimal fluctuation.  Focus on the efficiency of your pedal 

stroke to maintain a tight wattage. 

5 Zone 3 90-95 As you build your wattage really watch HR, what is it doing in this 5 minute 

section?  Staying the same (might indicate a solid aerobic base), drifting 

upward slowly (might mean incomplete base), or really rising sharply AND 

breathing is taking off (likely, means more time is needed in Z1 and Z2). 

5-10 Zone 4 

 

90 This five minutes will really challenge you to keep a consistent wattage, a 

steady cadence, a controlled heart rate, and relaxed breathing pattern.  If 

you “pass” this five minute effort then you are ready for the next!  

10 seconds 

to 2 

minutes! 

YOUCH! 

Zone 5 Any Notice what happens to cadence as you hold this high and sustained 

wattage.  If it goes down – then the quads are likely causing you to “chop” 

at the pedals.  If it goes up – then you are likely trying to use momentum.  

Try to hold a consistent cadence.  When you can sustain this 

workload/wattage with consistent cadence, and heart rate for the full 

interval or more – it might be time for another Power Test to check your 

threshold! 

10-15 Zone 1 varied Cool down, you earned it!  Download your file and learn from your effort! 

 

Phew, 

Joey Adams, M.S. 

CycleOps Master Training Specialist 

Owner of Intelligent Fitness @ intelligentfitness@comcast.net  
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