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Everyone needs at least some strength work in their training program, regardless of 

their goals. Increasing strength helps to create strong bones, decreases the chance of 

common injuries, improves quality of life and helps to control weight by increasing calo-

ries burned daily. For the two-thirds of the U.S. population who want to lose weight this 

spring, strength training is a key component of long-term success. This article briefly 

explains Phase 2 of the OPT™ model that is used in the NASM Certified Personal Trainer 

program and how it contributes to a leaner look, while also improving strength, work 

capacity and joint stabilization.

Resistance training builds strength, stability and endurance as it helps clients create 
a leaner physique. Phase 2 of NASM’s Optimum Performance Training™ model ensures 
these perks through the use of well-planned supersets. 

Lift Weight to Lose Weight  

BY KYLE  STULL ,  DHSC,  MS,  LMT, 
NASM-CPT,  CES,  PES ,  CSCS

Shifting to OPT Phase 2
We’ve written on NASM’s OPT model, 
speci�cally how Phase 1 (Stabilization) 
establishes a solid foundation for the client 
to safely progress. �e next phases focus 
on developing strength. 

Phase 2 of the OPT model is Strength 
Endurance training, a bridge from lower-

Supersets:

intensity stabilization training to more 
intensive strength training. Phase 2 
recommends combining two exercises 
back-to-back in a superset. The first 
exercise is more traditional, focused on 
increasing strength in a stable environ-
ment. Therefore, an individual would 
li� more weight (70–80% 1-repetition 

maximum) and follow up with a similar 
exercise at a lower intensity (50–70% 
1-RM) in an unstable environment. �e
�rst exercise in the superset could be a
bench press for the chest, a seated cable
row for the back, or a squat for the legs.
�ese exercises demand more from the
larger muscles, thus helping to increase
strength. �e second exercise in the se-
quence uses the same muscle groups but 
incorporates stabilization in a less stable 
(but controllable) environment.

For the chest superset, a bench press 
can lead directly into a standing cable 
press or a pushup. �ese still use the chest 
muscles while also engaging the muscles 
around the legs, hips and core. Similarly, 
for the legs, a barbell squat can precede 
a single-leg squat or a lunge to balance. 

UPLIFTING NEWS:  
JUST 4 WEEKS OF 
RESISTANCE TRAINING 
CAN DECREASE  BODY 
FAT AND WAIST SIZE.

https://www.nasm.org/certified-personal-trainer/the-opt-model?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=sbwminicourse&utm_content=supersetspdf
https://www.nasm.org/become-a-personal-trainer?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=sbwminicourse&utm_content=supersetspdf
https://www.nasm.org/certified-personal-trainer/the-opt-model?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=sbwminicourse&utm_content=supersetspdf
https://www.nasm.org/become-a-personal-trainer?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=sbwminicourse&utm_content=supersetspdf
https://www.nasm.org/continuing-education/fitness-specializations/corrective-exercise-specialist?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=sbwminicourse&utm_content=supersetspdf
https://www.nasm.org/continuing-education/fitness-specializations/performance-enhancement-specialist?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=sbwminicourse&utm_content=supersetspdf
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�e nature of supersets makes Phase 
2 a lot of fun, while incredibly demand-
ing and e�ective. �ese are some of the 
bene�ts of Phase 2:

•  I ncreased lean body mass  
(Clark et al. 2012)

• Increased prime mover strength
• Enhanced joint stabilization
• Improved overall work capacity

Let’s discuss each of these in more detail.

How Does Phase 2 Increase  
Lean Body Mass?
In essence, Phase 2 increases lean body 
mass in these key ways: 

• Adding small amounts of muscle
• Increasing resting metabolic rate
•  Boosting metabolism a�er a work-

out, thus burning more calories for 
several hours 

Here are proven reasons Phase 2 will 
help clients meet weight loss goals:

MUSCLE LOOKS LEANER 
First, understand that li�ing weights does 
not make a person “bulky.” Getting bulky 
re�ects three speci�c factors: calories, 
hormone pro�les and hypertrophy-speci�c 
training. Calories matter because a hu-
man must have lots of energy coming in 
to increase size. Hormone pro�les play a 
role, as we know more testosterone is as-
sociated with more muscle mass. Finally, 
resistance training for hypertrophy must 
be very speci�c (this is Phase 3 in the OPT 
model), using speci�c ranges of intensities, 
rest periods and proper exercises. Even 
then, an exerciser may expect to gain 
somewhere between 0.25–0.50 pounds 
of muscle every several weeks. 

Good science is the key to helping clients achieve their goals. At 
times, making sense of the science can be a little frustrating and 
confusing for clients and fitness professionals alike. That’s why the 
NASM Certified Personal Trainer program presents complex science 
concepts in real-world scenarios, and it breaks down the informa-
tion into easy-to-understand, easy-to-digest segments.

Here is just one example of the applied science found in Module 
12: Applying Strength in the NASM-CPT program.

FINDING A HEALTHY BALANCE
Clients may view resistance training solely as a muscle-building 
activity. However, the Strength Level of the NASM OPT model em-
phasizes the importance of a training program being well-rounded. 
This means combining strength work with flexibility, core and bal-
ance training protocols.

A look at balance training, for example: According to the NASM-
CPT text NASM Essentials of Personal Fitness Training (McGill & 
Montel 2017), “Research has shown that balance training im-
proves sports performance and reduces sport-related injuries, and 
restores proprioception and neuromuscular function compromised 
by injuries (Bernier & Perrin 1998; Elis & Rosenbaum 2001; Hertel 
et al. 2006; Hewett, Meyer & Ford 2005; McKeon & Hertel 2008; 
Mansfield et al. 2015; Lesinski et al. 2015; Zech et al. 2009).” In the 
Strength Level of the NASM OPT model, clients are progressed from 
stabilization exercises to ones that require “dynamic control in the 
mid-ROM, with isometric stabilization at the end ROM.” Phase 2, 
which is discussed in this article, should include balance strength 

The systematic and integrative OPT™ model 
progresses clients safely and effectively.

exercises during the movement prep part of the workout, aiming 
for 1–3 such exercises, up to 4 times per week (2–3 sets of 8–12 
reps). Some examples include the following:

• Single-leg squat

• Single-leg squat with touch

• Single-leg Romanian deadlift

• Single-leg lift and chop

• Multiplanar lunge to balance

In the NASM-CPT program, fitness professionals will gain a 
deeper understanding of concepts like this, as well as instruction 
on the correct performance of the exercises, while being exposed 
to the science from which they originate. As part of this 16-module 
course, fitness professionals will have access to online reading 
material, an exercise library, predesigned workouts, and concise 
videos including lectures, introductory concepts, and exercise 
techniques. Users can also access case studies, learning activities, 
quizzes and practice exams. To learn more about the NASM-CPT 
program options, go to www.nasm.org/cpt.

Continued on page 54

Increasing strength 

helps build strong bones, 

decreases the chance 

of common injuries, 

improves quality of life 

and helps control weight 

by increasing calories 

burned daily.

Base of Knowledge
Strengthen Your 



START  WITH  a Phase 2 warm-up with foam rolling and active 

stretching followed by core, balance and plyometric training with  

2-3 sets of 10 reps. In the supersets, below, the first exercise should 

hit 80% intensity for 8 reps with a tempo, in seconds, of 2/0/2  

(eccentric/isometric hold/concentric). The second exercise is done  

at body weight or 50% intensity for 12 reps with a 4/2/1 tempo.

Stand, feet hip-width 
apart, elbows bent,  
holding a dumbbell  
in each hand at  
shoulder height.

TOTAL BODY SUPERSET
SET 1: SQUAT TO PRESS

SET 2: SINGLE-LEG  
DUMBBELL SCAPTION

Stand, feet together, 
arms straight, hold-
ing a dumbbell in 
each hand. Lift one 
leg, keeping it beside  
the other leg.

Sit facing a cable  
machine, feet on the  
floor and toes pointing  
forward. Hold the cable 
grips with arms extended.

Bend elbows and pull 
back on grips, drawing 
shoulder blades together 
and down. Slowly return 
to starting position. 
That’s 1 rep.

Stand facing a cable 
machine with cable 
grip in one hand, palm 
facing floor. Lift the 
leg on the same side, 
keeping it beside the 
other leg.

SET 2: SINGLE-LEG,  
SINGLE-ARM CABLE ROW

BACK SUPERSET
SET 1: SEATED 
CABLE ROW

Bend elbow to  
pull grip toward chest. 
Keep foot raised while 
slowly returning to 
starting position.  
That’s 1 rep. Alternate 
sides for each set.

Keeping thumbs 
pointed up, slowly 
raise arms to the front 
at about a 45-degree 
angle. Slowly lower 
to starting position. 
That’s 1 rep. Alternate 
the balance leg for 
each set.

Stand while  
pressing dumbbells 
overhead until arms 
are straight.  
Slowly return to  
starting position. 
That’s 1 rep.

Keeping chest 
upright, bend knees 
and squat  
until thighs are  
parallel to the floor.
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Sample
Superset Workout

1A

1B

1C

1A

1B

2A

2B

2A 2B



Lay down on a bench, 
elbows bent, holding 
a barbell just above 
the chest. Palms 
should face the feet 
and elbows should be 
directly below wrists.

Press up, raising 
barbell straight over 
chest until arms 
are straight. Slowly 
lower to starting  
position. That’s 1 rep.

SET 2: STABILITY 
BALL PUSHUP

CHEST SUPERSET
SET 1: BENCH PRESS

Begin with chest and hands on stability ball and 
feet extended back, balanced on toes. Keep hips 
and knees in a straight line and engage core.

Press up through palms, 
maintaining balance while 
straightening arms. 

Extend to full pushup. Slowly 
lower to starting position. 
That’s 1 rep.

Bend forward at hips and lower bar to floor, 
knees bending slightly. Return slowly to 
starting position, extending hips. That’s 1 rep.

LEGS SUPERSET
SET 1: BARBELL DEADLIFT

Stand, feet wider than shoulder-width 
apart, and hold a barbell in front of you, 
arms extended. Bend knees slightly until 
weight is mid-thigh. Keep back flat and 
knees slightly bent.

Stand, feet shoulder-width 
apart, and toes straight 
ahead. Lift chest, pull back 
shoulder blades and engage 
core. On raised-leg side, 
keep arm straight; place 
other hand on hip.

SET 2: SINGLE-LEG SQUAT WITH TOUCH

Slowly bend forward 
to reach fingertips to 
toes. Slowly return 
to starting position, 
engaging core.  
That’s 1 rep.
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RESISTANCE TRAINING BOOSTS  
POST-EXERCISE CALORIE BURN 
Finally, resistance training that increases 
lean body mass elevates excess post-
exercise oxygen consumption, or EPOC. 
�e body’s need for oxygen o�en remains 
elevated for several hours a�er a training 
session, which in turn elevates the me-
tabolism (Gaesser & Brooks 1984). �is 

hypermetabolic period is thought 
to play a key role in managing body 
weight because the body needs to 
keep burning calories to return 
everything to a normal state. 

When Haddock & Wilkin (2006) 
compared endurance training 
and weight training, they found 
that weight training required 
more recovery energy and longer 
EPOC, therefore burning more 
calories. Another study comparing 
high- and low-intensity resistance 
training found the high-intensity 
group had increased EPOC for up 
to 24 hours a�er training—again, 
burning more calories (Paoli et 
al. 2012). 

How Does Phase 2  
Increase Strength?
Strength re�ects many factors: 
the nervous system, the size of 

the muscle, the types of �bers, the joints 
involved, how quickly the muscle can 
contract, and the body type of the indi-
vidual. Weier and colleagues (2012) found 
that the initial weeks of strength training 
change the brain’s motor cortex, which 
sends nerve impulses that cause voluntary 
activity. �is research also suggests that 
these changes occurred only a�er repeti-
tive stimulation. �us, strength training 
exercises must be repeated. 

�is explains why someone who looks 
small can be incredibly strong: �eir ner-
vous system has learned to recruit more 
motor units very quickly. In essence, that 
is the de�nition of strength: the “ability 
of the nervous system to provide internal 
tension and exert force against an exter-
nal resistance” (McGill & Montel 2017). 
�is also tells us exercisers will see small 
increases in strength when they begin any 
form of resistance training, but unless they 
progressively overload—putting more 
weight on the bar—strength increases 
will quickly plateau. 

MUSCLE BURNS MORE CALORIES THAN FAT 
A body with more muscle also burns more 
calories than a body with more fat. Studies 
have found that resistance training can 
increase resting metabolic rate and daily 
energy expenditure, assisting in weight 
loss (Kirk et al. 2009; Washburn et al. 
2012). �is works simply by increasing 
fat-free mass, usually called muscle mass. 

�is notion is supported by research 
which found that 9 months of resistance 
training increased resting metabolic rate  
by an average of 5% or about 158 calories 
per day (Aristizabal et al. 2015). �at is  
more than 50,000 calories per year! 
�erefore, the superset design of Phase 2 
allows the client to increase small amounts 
of muscle mass while expending large 
amounts of calories, thus becoming a 
lean muscle mass machine.

Staron et al. (1985) found no signi�cant 
increases in muscle size for up to 8 weeks 
of heavy-resistance training. �erefore, 
those who speci�cally do not want to get 
bulky can rest assured that Phase 2 won’t 
do it. Resistance training does add small 
amounts of muscle, and more over time 
for those who decide to train speci�cally 

for hypertrophy. When the body contains 
slightly more muscle, it doesn’t look large. 
In fact, time and time again, those who add 
weight training into weight loss programs 
say they look and feel leaner.

A study with 29 women found that 4 
weeks of resistance training decreased body 
fat, decreased waist and hip circumfer-
ence and improved overall health (Jee & 
Kim 2016). Fat takes up more space per 
pound than muscle, so more muscle is a 
leaner look.

A study with 29 women found that 4 weeks of 

resistance training decreased body fat, decreased waist

and hip circumference and improved overall health. 

Fat takes up more space per pound than muscle, 

so more muscle is a leaner look.
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Phase 2 o�ers a slow, safe progression 
of intensity by gradually increasing the 
weight li�ed over 4–6 weeks and keeping 
the much-needed stabilization exercises. 

How Does Phase 2 Enhance  
Joint Stabilization? 
Joints are not inherently stable: �ey’re 
stabilized by ligaments, tendons and 
muscles. Most stabilizing muscles are 
smaller, quicker and respond better to 
lower intensities. Consider the rotator 
cu� of the shoulder: Muscles here should 
contract rapidly, before the larger muscles 
of the deltoid and pectorals, to ideally 
stabilize the head of the humerus in the 
shoulder blade. Phase 1 accomplishes 
much of the training of these stabilizers.

Phase 2 progresses this training by 

�rst fatiguing the prime mover. In many 
cases, the larger muscles will overwork 
the smaller ones. �erefore, performing 
a higher-intensity lift first causes the 
larger muscles to fatigue, “forcing” the 
stabilizers to continue stabilizing. �is 
further increases the body’s ability to 
maintain postural stabilization and to 
stabilize joints during movement (Clark 
et al. 2012).

How Does Phase 2 Increase 
Work Capacity?
Work capacity is simply the total work an 
exerciser can perform. Phase 2 increases 
work capacity because the exercises must 
be done for long times with no rest. For 
discussion’s sake, consider a workout 
involving the chest, back and legs. NASM  

suggests following a process 
called “vertical loading” to save 
time by eliminating unneces-
sary rest. �e �rst exercise uses 
a controlled pace (~4 seconds/
rep) for about 10 repetitions, 
followed by a slower second 
exercise (~7 seconds/rep) for 
about 12–15 repetitions. Simple 
math suggests this is about  
2 minutes, 25 seconds of work 
with no breaks—just for one 
body part.

When vertical loading, the 
individual does 1 set of chest,  
1 set of back and �nally 1 set of 
legs, then repeats the cycle in 
the sets that follow. A�er the 
�rst set, the client has been “do-
ing work” for almost 8 minutes 
nonstop. A�er a small break, 
the next 8-minute set begins. 
�is demanding process quickly 
encourages the body to increase 
aerobic and anaerobic capacity 
to keep up.

Look Better, Feel  
Better, Move Better!
All of these bene�ts combine to 
prepare the client to continue 
progressing through the OPT 
model, reaching any goal they 
have. A�er Phase 2, exercis-
ers may like the idea of more 
muscle and progress to Phase 
3: Hypertrophy. Or maybe they 
jump to Phase 5: Power, for  

the next level of intense training. 
�e bottom line is that strength is fun-

damental to all great training programs, 
and Phase 2 is a safe and e�ective way to 
build strength. With summer approach-
ing and many wanting to get the “lean” 
look, be sure to consider adding strength 
endurance training to the program. At 
completion, your client will look better; 
feel better; have better endurance, stamina 
and strength; and be ready for the next 
training challenge!   AF

 
KYLE STULL, DHSC, 
MS, LMT, NASM-CPT, 
CES, PES, CSCS, is a 
faculty instructor for 
NASM who has taught 
the NASM methodology 

since 2010. Kyle is also the education  
content manager and senior master trainer 
for TriggerPoint Performance, where he 
collaborates with leading universities and 
industry professionals conducting research 
and creating evidence-based support for 
educational material.
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PERFORMING EXERCISES IN AN 
UNSTABLE ENVIRONMENT IMPROVES 
NEUROMUSCULAR EFFICIENCY, STABI-
LIZATION AND FUNCTIONAL STRENGTH.




