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Getting Stronger and Leaner 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

About This Kit 
 
The Heart Institute Prevention and Rehabilitation Centre (HIPRC) has introduced to you 
the concept of health-related fitness.  You have learned about the benefits of aerobic 
exercise.  There is another type of exercise that is important for good health and quality of 
life:  muscle strengthening or strength training.   
 
Performing exercises to develop muscle strength will improve your body composition and 
help you manage your weight long-term.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Understand the role of body composition in health-related fitness 
Step 2. Learn the truth concerning common myths about strength training 

Step 3. Know the F.I.T. prescription for strength training exercises 
Step 4. Understand the principle of progression 
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Step 1 
 

Understand the Role of Body Composition in 
Health-Related Fitness 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Body composition is an important component of health-related fitness.  Body composition 
describes the makeup of the body in terms of muscle and fat.  Muscle cells are 
metabolically active and burn calories even while you are at rest.  In contrast, fat cells are 
metabolically inactive.  Good body composition results from: 
 Aerobic exercise 
 Healthy eating 
 Strength training   
 
The more muscle you have, the more calories you will burn throughout the course of a day.  
Unfortunately, when you eat fewer calories without exercising, you usually lose both fat 
and muscle.  Losing muscle causes the body’s metabolism to slow down.  This makes it 
harder for you to lose weight and to keep it off.   
 
Strength training helps maintain muscle while losing fat.  Because of this, strength training 
is an important part of a weight management program.  It helps prevent your metabolism 
from slowing down and may even cause it to speed up.   
 
Strength training also has other positive benefits: 
 Improved posture 
 Better protection against injury 
 Less pain in the back and joints 
 Improved confidence 
 Better appearance and self-image  
 Stronger bones 
 Improved function, especially in the older years 
 
Which advantages of strength training are important to you? 
 
My Advantages of Strength Training 
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Step 2 
 

Learn the Truth Concerning 
Common Myths About Strength Training 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
There are a number of common myths about strength training.  It is important that you 
know the truth.  Be sure to talk with your mentor if you have questions about any aspects 
of health and fitness.   
 
Myth:  You only have to exercise the fat spots. 
 
Truth:  Spot reducing doesn’t work.  You can’t exercise one part of the body (the 
abdomen or thighs, for example) to reduce fat in just that area.  Fat “goes on” and “comes 
off” all over.  The specific spots where you gain and lose weight are determined by your 
genes. 
 
The only way you will lose weight (including fat deposits in specific spots) is through 
regular exercise and a lower calorie diet.  There are surgical techniques that remove fat in 
specific areas (liposuction), but the chance is high you will regain the fat in the same spot.   
 
When you reach a healthy weight through a sound weight management program, you might 
still notice excess fat in a specific area, such as your abdomen or thighs. You may not be 
able to lose enough weight all over to take away as much fat as you want in a specific spot.  
But, you can do spot-firming exercises.  For example, if you do muscle strengthening 
exercises to firm your thighs and buttocks, over time you will notice they appear firmer, 
though the fat is still there.  You’ve increased or toned the muscle rather than decreased fat.   
 
Myth:  Lack of exercise turns muscle to fat. 
 
Truth:  Muscle doesn’t turn to fat.  Inactivity can cause your muscles to shrink and more 
fat to be deposited, but muscle doesn’t turn to fat.  Muscle and fat are different types of 
tissues.  Fat could replace the muscle so your arm or waist is the same size, but your body 
composition would be different.  You would have more body fat and less muscle.  In fact, 
if you start to become inactive, you may notice a change in appearance before a change in 
weight. 
 
Strength training can help you achieve and maintain your healthy weight.  Strength training 
burns calories and can help you lose fat. 
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Myth:  No Pain. No Gain. 
 
Truth:  “No pain.  Maintain.” is the best approach.  You may experience some stiffness 
and soreness when you first begin your strength training program.  This discomfort should 
disappear as you grow stronger and more accustomed to your routine.  Know the difference 
between the feel of a tired muscle and the sharp pain that comes from a muscle tear or 
ligament strain.     
  
Myth:  Strength training is just for men. 
 
Truth:  Women can benefit from strength training, too.  As women get older, 
especially after menopause, their bones lose minerals and become gradually weaker and 
more brittle.  The risk of fractures increases.  This condition is known as osteoporosis.  
Men don’t usually have this condition until an older age.  Bones, like muscles, get stronger 
and thicker the more they are used or exercised.  Research has shown that stronger bones 
may result from physical activity, especially strength training.  To maintain healthy and 
strong bones, particularly after age 40 or 50, women and men should follow a balanced 
fitness program that stresses the areas at greatest risk for fracture (such as the hips, wrists, 
lower spine) with activities such as walking, jogging, aerobic dance, and strength training.   
 
Myth:  Women develop big, bulging muscles with strength training. 
 
Truth:  Women won’t normally develop the bulging muscles some men develop.  This 
is partly because women have less testosterone, the male hormone, in their bodies.  Female 
athletes who develop large muscles may be producing above-average levels of testosterone 
or they might be taking steroids that can produce the same effect. 
 
Myth:  I’m too old.  It’s too late to build strength. 
 
Truth:  It’s never too late to start a strength training program.  Even people in their 
80's and 90's can participate in a strength training program and get benefits.  Studies have 
been done with people in nursing homes who were confined to wheelchairs or had other 
functional limitations.  After strength training programs of only eight weeks, they have 
shown significant improvements in muscle strength.  Many were able to walk and perform 
functions of daily living that improved their independence and quality of life.  
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Step 3 
 

Know the F. I. T. Prescription for  
Strength Training Exercises 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Just as for aerobic and flexibility exercises, there is a F.I.T. prescription for strength 
training. 
 
F – Frequency – refers to how often you exercise.  You should do eight to 10 different 
strength building exercises involving the major muscle groups on two or three days a week.  
There should be at least one day of rest between strength exercise sessions to allow the 
muscles to rest and recover.  The same muscle groups shouldn’t be exercised heavily for 
two days in a row. 
 
I – Intensity – means how hard you are working.  You have learned to use Rating of 
Perceived Exertion (RPE) to monitor the intensity of your aerobic exercise.  You can use 
this same scale to judge the intensity of your strength workout.  When it comes to strength 
training, you should strive for an RPE of 12 to 15.  During the first few weeks of your 
strength training program, don’t exceed an RPE of 13 (“Somewhat Hard”).  After that 
period, you may work up to a level of 15 (“Hard”). There are two ways you can increase 
the intensity of your strength training workout: 
 Increase the number of repetitions (reps) of an exercise.  If you are younger than 50 

years of age, start with ten repetitions using a specific amount of weight and work up to 
12 repetitions with that weight.  If you are over age 50, start with 10 repetitions and 
work up to 15. 

 Increase the weight or resistance of the exercise while doing the same number or fewer 
repetitions of the exercise.  For example, when you can do 12 repetitions with a three 
pound weight, do ten repetitions with a five pound weight. 

If your RPE is above 15, the weight or resistance is probably too much for you.  You 
should either do fewer repetitions or use a lighter weight or resistance. 
 

Repetitions (reps) – the number of times an exercise or lift is repeated during a set. 
Set – a group of repetitions performed in sequence.  A brief period of rest is allowed 
between sets for muscles to recover. 

 
T – Time – refers to the number of times you repeat the exercises.  For people younger than 
50 years of age, the American College of Sports Medicine recommends at least one set, 
consisting of eight to 12 repetitions of each strength building exercise during each strength 
workout.  People over age 50 and those who are frail should do 10 to 15 repetitions of each 
exercise.  If you have the time, you can build up to two or three sets of each exercise.  You 
should allow a brief period of rest (15 to 60 seconds, longer if necessary) between sets for 
muscles to recover and be ready to work again.   
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Step 4 
 

Understand the Principle of Progression 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Progression is an important principle when it comes to improving muscle strength.  When 
you first begin strength training, it is best to start off with a light weight or resistance.  Try 
to perform one set of 12 to 15 repetitions.  Remember not to exceed an RPE of 15. 
 
Once you are able to perform 12 to 15 repetitions of a given exercise with an RPE of below 
12, the weight or resistance is probably too light for you.  You should increase the weight 
or resistance and go back to 10 repetitions.  Then try to build back up to 12 repetitions, just 
as you did before.  People over 50 can use the same principle of progression with 
repetitions of 10 to 15 per set. 
 
After a few months of progressing in this fashion, your strength will start to stabilize or 
plateau.  When you reach this point, you goal should be maintenance – to preserve the 
strength you have developed. 
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Getting Stronger and Leaner 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”   
 
 What advantages of strength training are important to you? 
 
My Advantages of Strength Training 
  
  
  
 
 Complete “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the most important concepts in 

this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. Good body composition results from aerobic exercise, healthy eating, and  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
2. Muscle cells burn calories at rest because they are metabolically _ _ _ _ _ _. 
3. Body fat is _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ tissue and does not burn calories at rest. 
4. Cutting calories without _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ results in a loss of muscle as well as fat. 
5. Losing muscle causes the body’s _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ to slow down. 
6. Strength training may cause your metabolism to _ _ _ _ _    _ _ . 
7. Aim to perform _ to _ _ different strength training exercises involving the major 

muscle groups. 
8. Do strength training exercises on _ or _ days each week. 
9. There should be at least _ day of rest between strength training sessions to allow the 

muscles to recover. 
10. Use a weight or resistance that causes you to rate your effort at a level of _ _ to _ _ on 

the RPE scale.   
11. If you are younger than 50 years of age, you should do at least one set of _ to _ _ 

repetitions of each strength training exercise; _ _ to _ _ repetitions if you are over age 
50. 

 
Answers: 1) strength training; 2) active; 3) inactive; 4) exercise; 5) metabolism; 6) speed up; 7) 8,10;  
8) 2, 3; 9) 1; 10) 12, 15; 11) 8, 12,10, 15 
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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