True Performance Realization Applied Journal

Received: April 4, 2026 | Accepted: April 15, 2026 | https://doi.org/10.65832/75sponte

Tabata Training for the Reserve Service

Member:

Battle Assembly

Mark Christiani, MSSM, NSCA-CSCS, NSCA-RSCC

O2X Human Performance Specialist

Maintaining Readiness During

Keywords: Tactical Fitness; High-Intensity Interval Training; Reserve Component

Disclaimer: The views in this article represent Mark Christiani and do not reflect views of the United States Army,

United States’ military, or O2X.

Abstract

Reserve Service members (SMs)
often struggle to maintain
physical readiness due to limited
training time, travel
requirements, and inconsistent
access to equipment. High-
intensity interval training (HIIT),
specifically the Tabata protocol,
provides a simple and efficient
way to maintain cardiovascular
fitness and muscular endurance
The

Tabata method uses repeated

under these constraints.

bouts of twenty seconds of
maximal effort followed by ten
seconds of rest, repeated eight
times. Research demonstrates
that HIIT can improve both
aerobic capacity and anaerobic
work capacity despite short
training durations. This article
explains why Tabata training is
effective for Reserve Component
SMs and provides practical
guidance for implementing
Tabata sessions with readily
available equipment during
Battle Assembly travel.
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Introduction

One of the

misconceptions in the military

biggest

is that everyone has the same
opportunity to train, which is not
the case. Active-duty soldiers
typically have structured physical
training built into their schedule,
access to facilities, and time set
aside to improve their physical
capacity. Reserve Service
members (SMs) operate in a
different

environment. Most are balancing

completely

full-time civilian jobs, family
responsibilities, and then trying
to stay physically ready on top of
those dynamics. Training
becomes something that has to
be fit in, not something that is
built into the day.

When you add Battle
Assembly travel into the mix, it
becomes even more challenging.
Long drives or flights, limited
sleep, hotel stays, and
unpredictable schedules all
reduce the likelihood of

consistent training. By the time
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most days are done, most
Reserve SMs are tired and short
on time. That intersection of
fatigue and schedule crowding is
usually where physical training
gets skipped. The issue is not one
is the

accumulation of missed

missed workout. It

opportunities over weeks and
months that leads to a decline
in fitness.

The standard, however, does
not change. Reserve SMs are still
expected to perform the same
physically demanding tasks that
active-duty SMs are but without
structured training times.
Research in military populations
consistently shows that tasks
such as load carriage, repeated
movement under load, and
obstacle negotiation depend
heavily on both aerobic capacity
(cardiovascular endurance) and
muscular endurance.?

The challenge is maintaining
those qualities in an
environment that does not
support traditional training
approaches. Because of this,
Reserve SMs need training



methods that are simple,
efficient, and effective in less-
than-ideal conditions. High-
intensity interval training (HIIT),
and specifically the Tabata
method, provides a practical
solution to that problem.

“The issue is not one missed workout.
It is the accumulation of missed
opportunities over weeks and months
that leads to a decline in fitness”

The Reality of Reserve Training

Most Reserve SMs are not
struggling because they lack
effort. They are struggling
because they are using the wrong
training methods for their
situation. Many default to
bodybuilding-style workouts or
programs built for athletes with
far more time, structure, and
These

approaches often emphasize

access to equipment.

isolated movements, longer
sessions, and fatigue for the sake
of fatigue rather than
performance. When applied in a
Reserve setting, they become
difficult to sustain and fail to
develop the qualities that matter

for military readiness.
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In practice, this mismatch
between the immediate and long-
term focus leads to inconsistent
physical training. A SM might
get a solid session in early in the
week, miss the next two days
because of work, try to make up
for it later, and then miss again
due to travel or family
commitments. The issue is not
intention or lack of effort, it is
that the training approach does
not fit their schedule, so it
cannot be sustained. Over time,
this pattern leads to a gradual
loss of fitness.

I have seen this decline
repeatedly while working with
Reserve units. SMs show up to
Battle Assembly already
somewhat detrained, go through
two days of physically
demanding activity, and then
leave even more fatigued.
Without a simple and
consistently realistic approach to
training between drill weekends,
the cycle continues.

The goal in this environment
is not to build the perfect
program. The goal is to build
something that gets done, and
that means it must be time-
efficient, require little to no
equipment, and still deliver a

meaningful training stimulus.
HIIT checks all three of
those boxes.

Why HIIT Works

When training time is limited,
intensity becomes the most
important variable. Low-intensity
training performed for short
durations does very little to
improve or maintain
performance (i.e, slow jogging for
fifteen minutes), especially in
individuals who already have a
HIIT

works because it compresses a

baseline level of fitness.

large amount of physiological
stress into a short period of time.
During high-intensity
exercise, the body is forced to
rapidly produce energy. The
aerobic system supports
sustained activity, while the
anaerobic system supports short
bursts of high effort. Military
tasks rarely rely on one system
alone. Instead, they require the
ability to transition between
sustained movement and
repeated high-effort outputs.
Research has shown that
HIIT can improve aerobic
capacity, mitochondrial function,

Station |Equipment |Exercise Focus

Station 1 | Slam Ball Ball Slam Full-body power and conditioning

Station 2 | Kettlebell Kettlebell Swings Posterior chain and power endurance
Station 3 | Weight Plate | Plate-to-Ground-to-Overhead | Full body conditioning and posterior chain
Station 4 | Bodyweight |Burpees Conditioning and level changes

Table 1—Battle Assembly Tabata Circuit.
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Image 1: Depiction of the Plate-to-Ground-to-Overhead Exercise.

and overall endurance
performance despite requiring
significantly less time than
traditional endurance trainings34
Meaning, when compared
HIIT is
considerably more efficient and

minute-to-minute,

effective than low intensity
exercise. This difference in return
makes it particularly useful for
Reserve SMs who may only have
twenty to thirty minutes
available to train.

One of the biggest mistakes
that I see is SMs trying to “check
the box” with low-effort workouts
when they are short on time. A
twenty-minute easy workout
might feel productive, but it does
not maintain the level of fitness
required for tactical
performance. A short, high-
intensity session, on the other
hand,

improve key fitness qualities

can maintain or even
when done correctly.
The Tabata Protocol
The Tabata method is one of the

simplest ways to apply HIIT. The

Issue 2

structure is straightforward:
twenty seconds of maximal effort
followed by ten seconds of rest,
repeated eight times for a total
of four minutess While the
structure is simple, the
effectiveness of the workout
depends entirely on the intensity
of the effort.

When performed correctly,
the short rest interval prevents
full recovery between efforts. As
fatigue
builds quickly. Heart rate rises,
and the

muscles are forced to continue

the round progresses,
breathing increases,

working despite accumulating
fatigue. This reaction is where
the training effect occurs.

The original Tabata study
demonstrated that this type of
training improved both aerobic
and anaerobic performance,
while traditional, moderate-
intensity training improved only
aerobic performance.¢ For
this
combination of adaptations is
Another

advantage of the Tabata protocol

tactical populations,

extremely valuable.
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is that it is easy to remember and
apply. There is no complicated
programming or equipment
required. An SM can perform a
high-quality workout in a small
space with nothing more than a
timer. That simplicity is what
in the

makes it effective

Reserve environment.

“While the structure is simple, the
effectiveness of the workout depends
entirely the intensity of the effort.”

Physiological Adaptations and
Tactical Relevance

HIIT produces several
adaptations that directly support
military performance. One of the
most important is an increase in
VO,max, which reflects the body’s
ability to use oxygen during
exercise.7 Higher aerobic capacity
improves the ability to sustain
prolonged activity, which is
critical for tasks such as rucking
and extended movement under
load. HIIT also

mitochondrial density within

increases



skeletal muscle, improving the
body’s ability to produce energy
during sustained activity8 At the
same time, repeated high-
intensity efforts improve the
body’s ability to tolerate fatigue
and maintain output when
under stress.

These adaptations are not
just theoretical. They show up in
real performance. 1 have used
this exact approach with Reserve
SMs who were consistently
struggling with run times and
general conditioning. In
situations where they could not
commit to longer training
sessions, we focused on short,
high-intensity intervals, like the
Tabata protocol, two to three
times per week. Over time, they
maintained or improved their
performance, despite having less
total training time.

Another example comes from
working with individuals during
extended travel periods. One SM
whom 1 worked with had a long
commute to drill, something that
translated into limited time once
he arrived back at his hotel.
Instead of skipping training, he
committed to three short Tabata
sessions over the weekend. It was
not perfect, but it was consistent.
Over several months, his
conditioning did not drop off
the way it typically had during
busy periods.

The takeaway is simple:
when time is limited, consistency
and intensity matter more

than volume.

[ssue 2
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Practical Application During
Battle Assembly

The advantage of Tabata training
is not just that it can be done
anywhere, it is that it can also be
scaled to a group setting. During
Battle Assembly, most units
already have some level of access
to basic equipment and a group
of SMs who need to train at the
same time. This creates an
opportunity to run simple,
structured sessions that are both
time-efficient and effective.

Instead of trying to run a
long or complex workout, units
can set up a four-station circuit
using the Tabata format. This
layout keeps the session
organized, allows for large groups
to move through efficiently, and
ensures that every SM is working
at a high intensity. Each station
focuses on a different physical
quality, while still maintaining
the same work-to-rest structure.

I have used this exact setup
with Reserve units during Battle
Assembly when time was limited
and we needed something that
could be executed quickly
without a lot of instruction.
What we found was that the
simplicity of the structure
allowed everyone to understand
the workout immediately, while
the intensity ensured that it was
still challenging for all fitness
levels. Table 1 provides an
example of a four-station Tabata
circuit that can be implemented
at the unit level.

“The takeaway is simple: when time

is limited, consistency and intensity
matter more than volume.”
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Each station follows the
same structure: twenty seconds
of work followed by ten seconds
of rest, repeated eight times for a
After
completing one station, the

total of four minutes.

group rotates to the next station
with one to two minutes of
transition or rest. This setup
allows an entire unit to train at
once while maintaining structure
and intensity. Larger groups can
be broken into smaller teams and
assigned to each station. Once
the four-minute round is
complete, teams rotate until all
stations are finished. All the
equipment mentioned in the
table is commonly found in an
Army Reserve unit AFT [Army
Fitness Test] kit.

Coaching Considerations

The most important factor in
this type of workout is effort.
The structure is simple, but the
effectiveness depends on how
hard everyone is working during
the twenty-second intervals. To
be clear, it is not a pacing
workout. The goal is to produce
as much output as possible
within each interval while
maintaining good movement
quality.

Load selection should be
moderate, not maximal. The goal
is not to lift as heavy as possible,
but to sustain repeated efforts
across the entire round. If the
load is too heavy, output drops
off too quickly and the training
effect is lost.

From a coaching standpoint,
this format also creates



accountability. It is very easy to
see who is working and who is
not. In a group setting, effort
tends to increase simply because
individuals do not want to be the
one falling behind. 1 have seen
this play out during Battle
Assembly sessions where initial
effort is inconsistent in the first
round; but by the second and
third rotations, the intensity
increases across the entire group.
The structure does not change,
but the buy-in does.

“To be clear; it is not a pacing
workout. The goal is to produce as
much output as possible within each
interval while maintaining good

movement quality.”
Conclusion

Reserve SMs operate in a
training environment defined by
time constraints, travel, and
limited access to resources.
These factors make it difficult to
follow traditional training
programs, but they do not
change the physical demands of
military service. The standard
remains the same, regardless of
how much time or equipment
is available.

One of the biggest issues is
not a lack of effort, but a
mismatch between training
methods and the reality of
Reserve service. Programs built
around long sessions, specialized
equipment, or bodybuilding-style
training often fail in this

environment because they are

[ssue 2
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difficult to sustain and do not
directly support tactical
performance. Over time, this
strategy leads to inconsistent
training and a gradual decline
in readiness.

The Tabata method provides
a practical alternative. It is
simple, time-efficient, and
effective when performed at the
intended intensity. Research
supports its ability to improve
both aerobic and anaerobic
performance, which are critical
for military tasks that require
sustained effort combined with
repeated, high-intensity
outputs.oton

More importantly, the Tabata
approach fits the environment.
Whether performed individually
or as part of a structured, four-
station Battle Assembly workout,
its format allows SMs to train
hard in a short amount of time
using minimal equipment. It
removes many of the common
barriers to training and replaces
them with a system that is easy
to implement and repeat.

At the wunit level, this
approach also creates structure
and accountability. Large groups
can train at once, effort is easy to
monitor, and the session can be
executed without complex
programming or extensive setup.
In a Reserve setting, that
simplicity is what allows
consistency to happen.

Ultimately, readiness is not
built on perfect programming. It
is built on consistent execution

over time. For Reserve SMs, the
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goal is not to train like a full-
time athlete but to instead train
in a way that matches the reality
of their schedule while still
developing the qualities that
matter. Tabata training provides
a straightforward way to do
exactly that.

“Ultimately, readiness is not built on
perfect programming. It is built on

consistent execution over time.”
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