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Getting back into the swing of training after a layoff can be a tricky matter.  In a hurry to get back to their previous level, many people hit the ground running, only to find that unbridled passion is not always such a good thing.  For fear of over doing it (or laziness), others may move too slowly when it comes to progressing in the duration and intensity of their workouts.  
Somewhere in between these two extremes lies the optimal way to get back to your previous level of strength (and appearance), while avoiding debilitating injuries.  
In the following paragraphs, I'll detail how to do just that.  Likewise, this information can be applied to someone who is beginning a weight-training routine for the first time.  

How Long Will it Take?

Many people often ask me how long it will take for them to get back to their previous strength level after having taken time off from the gym.  My experience has shown that most people get back to where they were in double the time that they took off from the gym.  
For example, if you didn't work out for one month, it would take approximately two months to get back to where you were.  That may seem like a long time, but I'd be willing to bet that that's still a lot faster than it took you to get there in the first place.  
We gym rats call this phenomenon "muscle memory."  There are several anatomical, neurological, physiological, biochemical, and other '...ical' explanations or theories for this occurrence.  I won't bore you with them, but just be glad that 'muscle memory' exists.

Why Use Caution?

It is muy importante (very important) to progress at a slow but steady rate in the gym.  Actually, this is true all the time, not just after a gym hiatus.  This is due primarily to the fact that connective tissue (tendons and ligaments) cannot adapt to stress nearly as fast as skeletal muscle.  
Muscle tissue is very dynamic in nature, meaning it 'turns over' or is broken down and replaced quite regularly, partly due to its ample blood supply.  Connective tissue, on the other hand, has a very poor blood supply and does not turn over, adapt, or get stronger near as rapidly as skeletal muscle.  For this reason, it is important to only progress in strength as fast as the connective tissue can accommodate.  Otherwise, tendonitis, joint sprains/strains, or even a major muscle or tendon tear may ensue.  In the gym, patience is a virtue.  

Prescription for Three or More Weeks Away from the Gym

On your first workout for each body part, I would only perform one exercise per body part.  For that exercise, perform three progressively heavier sets, but avoid going to failure on any of the sets.  Although your warm-up set could be the same as it used to be, use only 75 – 80% of the load you previously used on the following sets.  
For example, if your final set used to be 225 lbs for eight repetitions, then use about 175 lbs for eight reps on your final set.  That seems wimpy, I know; and you can probably do much more.  Just trust me on this.  

On your next workout for that body part (roughly four or five days later), perform the same number of exercises (one) and sets (3), but take the last two sets within a rep or two of failure.  Using a load that’s about 80 – 85% of your previous weight for these sets should put you right where you need to be.  

For your third workout for that body part, take one or two of the sets on the first exercise to failure with a load that’s 85 – 90% of where you left off, then also add in a couple of sets of another exercise to your routine.  Those sets should be a rep or two short of failure and with a weight that’s roughly 75% of your previous best on this exercise.  

The fourth workout is almost back to normal - perform three sets of two exercises and feel free to take the sets after your warm-up to failure.  From this point forward you should be able to use about 90% of the weight you did before your layoff, and you should be able to progress a couple of percent each workout until you’re back to where you left off.  

If you normally perform three exercises for a body part, do so on the fifth workout for that particular muscle.  If you normally perform four exercises for a particular body part (which I would only recommend for maybe back and legs), then add the fourth exercise on the sixth workout.

Sample Chest 'Comeback' Program

Workout One

Barbell Bench Press (flat bench): 

1 warm-up set

1 set stopping about four reps short of failure (75% of previous weight)

1 set stopping about two reps short of failure (80% of previous weight)

Workout Two

Barbell Bench Press (flat bench):

1 warm-up set

1 set stopping about two reps short of failure (80% of previous weight)

1 set stopping about one rep short of failure (85% of previous weight)

Workout Three

Barbell Bench Press (flat bench):

1 warm-up set

1 set within a rep of failure (85% of previous weight)

1 set taken to failure (90% of previous weight)

Dumbbell Press (inclined bench):

1 warm-up set

1 set within a couple reps of failure (75% of previous weight)

Workout Four

Barbell Bench Press (flat bench):

1 or 2 warm-up set(s)

2 sets taken to failure (90% of previous weight)

Dumbbell Press (inclined bench):

1 warm-up set

2 sets taken to failure (90% of previous weight)

Workout Five

Barbell Bench Press (flat bench):

1 or 2 warm-up set(s)

2 sets taken to failure (92% of previous weight)

Dumbbell Press (inclined bench):

1 warm-up set

2 sets taken to failure (92% of previous weight)

Dumbbell Flyes (flat bench):

1 warm-up set

1 or 2 sets taken to failure (92% of previous weight)

Prescription for a One or Two-Week Layoff

If you've recently taken a week or two off from the gym (which, by the way, I highly recommend at least twice per year), then I would perform your standard number of exercises and sets but avoid taking any of them to failure. Stop about two reps short of failure for your first workout back, then within one rep of failure the following workout.  
Due to the brevity of this break, you should be able to handle about 85% of your previous best on your first workout back and about 90 – 95% for the second workout.  Your third workout after a short break from the gym will be back to normal - taking most sets after your warm-up to failure with a weight that’s equal (or very close) to that which you were using before your break.

Conclusion

Proper rate of progressive is always important in the gym, but especially so after a layoff or when beginning weight training for the first time.  That’s why I always say, “Train hard, and train smart.”  Training smart will help to ensure a steady, injury-free progression in the gym.

Till next time, train hard, train smart, and expect success!

Yours in Fitness,

Dr. Clay

For more great training and nutrition articles, go to www.DrClay.com - While you’re there, sign up for Dr Clay’s Lean & Healthy Newsletter – it’s free!  

