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Finding the time to train (or simply the time to get out on your 

bike) is perhaps the number 1 problem experienced by readers of 

Sportive Cyclist. 

(Well, the number 1 cycling problem at least). 

I wish I could wave a magic wand and solve your problem. In fact, 

if I had a magic wand, I’d wave it over me first, and STUFF THE 

REST OF YOU! 

Ahem. 

I don’t have a magic wand, so we’re going to have to do this the 

hard way. 

The conundrum is as follows. We’re all busy people; we have 

jobs, family and a 1,001 other commitments tugging at our shirt 

sleeves.  

When we do have time to train, how do we use that time 

effectively?  

What gets us maximum fitness bang for our time-strapped buck? 

I have no idea. Which is why I’ve found someone that does.

Tomás Swift-Metcalfe is a professional cycling coach, based in 

the Algarve.  

After many years as a professional cyclist (racing against the 

likes of Rui Costa, the current world road race champion), Tom 

now focuses on making other people cycle faster (using his 

sports science degree from Loughborough, as well as his 

professional experience).  

Tom kindly agreed to write a guide for us (me) that focuses on 

what matters, and what does not, when you only have a limited 

amount of time in which to train. 

Tom’s training company, based in Portugal, can be found at 

www.swiftmomentumsports.com. But before you head over there 

to book your sunny cycling training camp, do read the guide. 

Over to Tom. 

  

http://www.swiftmomentumsports.co/
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Why Bother Having A Training Programme In The 

First Place? 

Whether you’re sold on cycling or not, it’s important to be 

motivated. I’m not going to go into some long-winded explanation 

of why cycling is great. Instead I’ll keep it simple: exercise 

improves cognitive ability, strength, and endurance. It reduces 

stress and it’s fun! 

And here’s some good news: time constraints need not limit your 

training. There is no reason why an effective training programme 

should negatively affect your work or family life. 

Whatever training strategy you adopt, there are some key 

principles which are proved in theory and stand in practice to 

work, to help you get the most from your time on the bike. 

In this post I’m going to run through these principles and give you 

a basic training programme to work with. After that I’ll look at 

some additional strategies that will really help you get the most 

bang for your buck when training on a (time) budget. 

 

Training Principles For The Time Poor 

Intensity 

Even a professional cyclist only requires about 3 hours a week of 

cycling at or around their threshold level to maintain fitness. So 

once you achieve full or near full fitness, it’s relatively cheap 

(time wise) to maintain it. 

Threshold is defined in many different ways. There are a variety 

of different ‘thresholds’ that aren’t the same thing and usually 

depend on how it’s measured (blood lactate, expired air…). 

Don’t worry about any of this. Think of your threshold level as 

being the fastest you can cycle that you can sustain for a 20 

minute period (so it’s not your sprint speed!). 

For the more serious (but still time strapped) cyclist, different 

training effects can be achieved within the narrow range of effort 

around threshold. 

Sprint training (e.g. 10 repetitions of a 30 second sprint with 

4:30 minutes of rest between each one) has a massive effect, 

improving both aerobic and anaerobic capacity more than steady 

state training. 

Shorter intervals above threshold (e.g. 6 repetitions of 1 minute 

of maximum effort with 1 minute rest between each interval) also 

boost anaerobic capacity, the burning of fat for fuel and recovery 

to a far greater extent than a long aerobic effort. 
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These sessions are short and easy to fit into a busy lifestyle. 

Remember though that both of these training sessions should 

take place after a thorough warm up (for more on warming up, 

check out the next section). 

Frequency 

I recommend a minimum training frequency of three times per 

week, at high intensity, for fit people. If you’re starting from a 

lower fitness base, you should see good improvement from 

training just twice a week. 

Sessions need not be longer than 35-45 minutes. ‘High intensity’ 

is the key phrase: the 35-45 minute session should take place at 

the intensity level I mentioned above. This kind of punishment 

takes some getting used to. The good news is you do get used to 

it and even enjoy it eventually. 

[Note from Monty: when Tom talks about ‘intensity’ he is 

referring to the overall intensity of the session, including the 

rests. He is not suggesting you go all out for 45 minutes. 

‘Intensity’ refers to the overall load of stress that you put on the 

body when you undertake a training session] 

Keep on top of it! Just a week without training is enough for 

fitness to slip away quickly. Sessions don’t have to be long, but 

commitment to training is important. 

Volume 

When I was a professional cyclist, I remember some of the other 

pros undertaking crazy training volumes, up to 35 hours a week. 

The extra time spent training resulted in little additional benefit 

(and often had a significant cost in terms of injury and burnout). 

You can achieve a good level of form even with just 10 hours per 

week and reach nearly 100% of your potential with 16 hours. 

Beyond this, extra gains in fitness are tiny and are linked more to 

how you train, than how much you train. 

[Note from Monty: ‘form’ is shorthand for fitness level in case 

that’s not clear. Also, Tom isn’t suggesting you have to train for 

10-16 hours a week - simply that this represents the upper 

boundary of what will actually lead to a fitness improvement 

before the marginal benefits tail off. It's better to undertake 6-8 

hours of high quality training rather than 10+ hours of junk.] 

That said, one long ride every weekend (possibly two) is still 

important… There’s no getting away from that! 
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What Is A Thorough Warm Up (And What Can You 

Get Away With)? 

A thorough warm up takes about 40 minutes on the road, with 

the first 20 minutes easy and the second 20 including a couple 

of 60-90 second progressive accelerations (i.e. gradually 

accelerating over the course of the 60-90 seconds until you hit 

your maximum) and a couple of 30 second sprints, spaced by 3-5 

minutes of easy riding between each effort. 

On a turbo, and in other sports, you can get away with a shorter 

warm up routine. 

If you’re super time strapped, cut the warm up to 20 minutes. 

Over the first 15 minutes increase intensity slowly and 

progressively. End with a sprint and a couple of minutes spinning 

in an easy gear. It’s not perfect, but better than no warm up at 

all! 

How A Time-Poor Training Programme Might Look 

Disclaimer alert! Designing a ‘generic’ fitness programme is 

always a challenge, particularly when you are working to extra 

constraints (i.e. a lack of time). For my clients, we monitor and 

adapt programmes as they’re being undertaken in order to deal 

with changes in fitness, circumstances and goals. 

For the purpose of this example, we’ll imagine a potential time-

starved cyclist (albeit an ambitious one!): 

“Dave is a relatively fit guy, who fit’s most of his training miles in 

with his commute. He’s just three weeks away from the ‘Haute 

Route’ in the Alps. He’s beefed up his weekend ride to improve 

his endurance, after a long build up over a series of months. He’s 

able to do high intensity cycling every other day.” 

[Note from Monty: Haute Route events are 7-day quasi-road 

races for amateur cyclists, so 'Dave's' training requirement is 

very much at the upper end of the average sportive cyclist's 

spectrum!] 

The following is a rather simplistic approach, however: 

Imagine Dave does 75% ‘aerobic training’ (the type he can plod 

along comfortably for 3 hours or so) and 25% ‘high intensity’ 

work. 

To get to that magic number of 3 hours per week at threshold 

(remember, the amount of time needed by pro cyclists to 

maintain fitness), Dave needs to complete 12 hours per week. 
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With one 4-hour ride at the weekend, he needs to average just 

over an hour a day to achieve his volume target (1:20h to be 

precise). 

But Dave uses his bike to commute to work, so the extra time 

needed for training is reduced. His commute takes 40 minutes 

by bike versus 20 minutes by alternative transport (Dave lives a 

blessed commuting existence by modern British standards), he is 

only ‘investing’ an extra 40 minutes a day – and reaping the huge 

benefit in terms of fitness gain. 

Table 1.) Dave’s weekly training schedule, using the principles 

outlined above: 

Aside from the long ride on Saturday or Sunday, it’s relatively 

easy for Dave to fit good quality training into his busy lifestyle, 

even with a tight schedule. 

[Note from Monty: bear in mind that Tom's example is a little 

extreme, but the principles hold true for the more mediocre 

cyclists amongst us (i.e. me!) - training is about quality rather 

than quantity] 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 

Easy ride or 

complete rest 

day 

Warm up, then:6 * 30 

second sprint with 4:30 

second’ active recovery 

Gym session, or 

short cycle or 

run 

Warm up, then:4 * 1 min 

at max intensity with 1 

min recovery between 

each 

Gym session, 

or short cycle 

or run 

3-4 hours steady with 

the final hour fast as 

you can for that hour 

2 hours with two 

12 min periods as 

fast as you can 
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Tactics To Supercharge Your Training 

For the time-poor cyclist, another key watchword is ‘leverage’: 

turning a small time investment into the largest possible fitness 

gain. 

In the section above we dealt with the foundations of a training 

programme. In this section, I set out some tactics that, with a 

little commitment, can multiply the fitness benefit of the basic 

training schedule. 

Diet… (I Had To Say It) 

This won’t come as news to most people, nonetheless it’s the 

point most often ignored! 

Fat is dead weight. 

Obviously a non-competitive cyclist isn’t concerned about getting 

super thin, but a change from 15% (which is slim for a sedentary 

person) to 12% makes a big difference. 

Staying slim is half the battle when it comes to training. Slim 

people come into form much quicker that people with an extra bit 

of fat. So even if your fitness is a little off, it’s worth staying slim. 

Incidentally, there are many, many diets and fads out there. The 

only diet that seems without a doubt to be healthy on an 

epidemiological scale is the ‘Mediterranean’ diet. It’s a safe bet. 

[Note from Monty: not that Tom, being based in the Algarve, has 

a vested interest in promoting the Mediterranean diet ;-)...] 

Usually cutting something like sweets (or beer) from your diet is 

sufficient to bring fat down. 

Training Camps 

If you are doing a tough sportive like the Étape du Tour, or maybe 

even one of the multi-day Haute Route events, a week away from 

work to tune up the form is ideal. This should take place about 

two weeks before the event, giving you a week to taper. 

If you’ve kept up the quality training and are relatively thin, this 

week will give you that bit of endurance that may otherwise be 

missing and tie the whole thing together. 

[Note from Monty: even if you’re not doing a super tough 

sportive, I’ve found that a foreign training camp (otherwise 

known as a family holiday to Majorca) is a great way to make up 

for a sporadic (and frankly insufficient) training regime - my 

Balearic trip in July 2013 was one of the main reasons I got 

around RideLondon without too much drama.] 

Many ardent cyclists appease their cycling widows by training at 

dawn whilst on holiday. This has the added benefit of avoiding 

the daytime heat and going head to head with sightseeing 

coaches on picturesque climbs. The other solution is to spend 

your non-training time handbag shopping and arranging 

massages (not for yourself)… 

http://sportivecyclist.com/cycling-in-majorca-and-a-miraculous-recovery/
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Competitive Element 

Setting training goals (realistic ones) is great for motivation. Your 

goals should account for your limitations (time, equipment, etc). 

Going faster on the same course or climb, is the usual goal, but 

improving quality of training is one you should consider. Say you 

are doing 4 times 4 minute repetitions, why not try to achieve the 

same level of effort and performance in each one? 

I remember my first coach (in athletics, but no matter) would tell 

us to pay particular attention to the penultimate rep. The 

penultimate one, being close to the end but not the final one, 

often saw a lapse in concentration and a slip in performance. The 

goal was simply to make sure the exercise was done as well as 

possible. 

Cross-training 

Cyclists tend to hate cross-training (i.e. training in another 

discipline) and especially hate running, yet it’s important to keep 

a bit of running in the program. 

Running is important for bone health and biomechanics. It trains 

muscle groups such as the hip adductors, which go unused and 

tend to waste away relative to the main cycling muscle groups. 

The impact from running causes harmless microfractures in the 

bone which leads to a great deposition of calcium in the bone 

and hence greater bone strength: In cycling, bone mineral density 

becomes reduced. 

Running also happens to be super cost-effective when it comes 

to time. 

If you’re not currently running, do build it up gently, in order to 

avoid picking up an injury. 

Strength training is another aspect worth training at least a 

couple of times per week in season. 

Even in endurance athletes, strength training has a big effect, 

providing you do it consistently. It increases muscle volume, 

absolute strength and aerobic power increases and, most 

importantly for cyclists, increases muscle efficiency. 

Short gym sessions can be done relatively quickly and are easier 

to fit in than biking for many people, particularly if the gym is in or 

near your place of work. 

The Commute: Use it! 

Monty wrote a post about this on London Cyclist last year, which 

is worth a read. 

Training Before Breakfast 

Training after an overnight fast (before breakfast) has a positive 

change on your metabolism: It doesn’t make you faster per se, 

but shifts your body towards using fat rather than sugars for 

energy when riding at lower intensity levels. 

http://www.londoncyclist.co.uk/ridelondon-100-training-hacks/
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What this means is that when you line up to do a 4-5 hour ride all 

carbed up, you’ll have more glycogen (the simple sugars stored in 

your muscles) to put towards the ride. 

In Summary: 

 Training improvements take a lot of time, stick with it 

 10-12 hours total volume is a good amount but don’t 

worry if you can only do a smaller amount – be as 

effective as you can be in the time you have available 

 High intensity intervals are much more effective that 

‘steady’ miles 

 Sprint training improves endurance capacity (counter-

intuitive I know!) 

 1-2 long rides per week (>3h) is sufficient to build your 

endurance level 

 Use your commute to train; bike type doesn’t matter, if 

your commuter is a mountain bike, train on that 

 Training fasted benefits ‘fat’ burning 

 The turbo is a fantastic tool for getting a short high 

intensity ride in 

 Eat well and try to stay trim… 

 Do your best! 
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Finally, Do Get In Touch 

I hope you enjoyed this guide and that you’re now armed with the 

knowledge you need to boost your performance, on and off the 

bike.  

I have given you a few ideas for improving your training. Should 

you like to improve it further, then get in touch with me (Tom) at 

www.swiftmomentumsports.com. 

My latest project is a ‘lab’, based on the sunny Portuguese 

Algarve, for testing both the physiology and biomechanics of 

cyclists in order to improve their performance.  

With my new system I can provide analysis of riding position and 

power production in order to make sure that all the effort that 

you put into training translates directly into performance. 

If you fancy a great training week, on smooth roads, with warm 

weather, testing and coaching, as well as some great food, visit 

my website and drop me a line. 

 

http://www.swiftmomentumsports.co/
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