
STORY AT-A-GLANCE

More Americans aren’t getting enough exercise. According to data gathered by the

American Heart Association, around 1 in 5 adults and teenagers don’t exercise enough

for optimal health.  That said, one of the most common barriers to exercise is lack of

time.

HIIT Raises Aerobic Capacity and Overall Fitness Even When
Weight Stays the Same

Analysis by Dr. Joseph Mercola  June 26, 2026

High-intensity interval training (HIIT) improves health without weight loss. Research

shows that short high-intensity workouts boost cardiovascular health, and reduce body

fat



HIIT also increased HDL cholesterol levels, lowered blood pressure, and improved peak

oxygen consumption (VO2peak) in overweight teens



Prediabetics also benefit from HIIT. Analysis shows it outperformed continuous aerobic

training by improving insulin sensitivity, glucose processing, and creating more energy-

producing mitochondria



Moderation is key for safety. An expert recommends limiting high-intensity exercise to 75

minutes weekly and strength training to 40 to 60 minutes weekly to avoid diminishing

returns and health risks



Effective sessions include a three-minute warmup, six minutes of high-intensity cardio,

and combining cardio with strength training twice weekly


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If you have a busy schedule and find yourself overwhelmed with having to fit in a regular

exercise regimen, it’s time to reframe your thinking. Research shows that doing short

bursts of high-intensity exercise — as little as 10 to 15 minutes a day — is enough to

boost your overall health, even if you don’t lose weight right away.

HIIT Boosts Heart Health Without Changes in the Weighing Scale

A meta-analysis published in Frontiers in Physiology evaluated how HIIT affects health

outcomes among obese adolescents. The researchers selected 11 randomized

controlled trials that included 611 adolescents aged 11 to 17 years from diverse

countries such as China, Denmark, Spain, South Africa, Poland, Brazil, and the United

States.

The aim was to determine whether short bursts of intense exercise, repeated several

times per week, improve cardiovascular and metabolic health in a group at high risk for

lifelong disease. The participants across these trials were all classified as overweight or

obese but otherwise healthy, meaning they did not have coexisting medical conditions

that might have skewed the results.

• Health already improves even if you don’t lose weight — Overall, findings show that

while HIIT did not significantly lower body mass index (BMI), it did reduce body fat

percentage, increase peak oxygen consumption (VO2peak), raise levels of high-

density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol, and lower systolic blood pressure.

In other words, the participants’ health improved — they got better at using oxygen,

pumping blood, burning fat, and protecting against heart disease — without

necessarily showing a noticeable difference on the bathroom scale.

• One striking improvement was in VO2peak — This measures aerobic capacity or

how much oxygen your body can use when exercising at its hardest. According to

the pooled data, HIIT increased VO2peak by nearly three points on average. It

signals stronger heart function, more efficient lungs, and muscles that are primed to

use oxygen for energy.

3

https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/01/31/mental-exhaustion.aspx
https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/07/15/healthy-diet-metabolic-health.aspx


• Body fat percentage also showed clear reductions — HIIT lowered it by nearly one

full percentage point. While that number might sound small, fat loss at this age not

only eases stress on the heart and joints but also sets up a healthier hormonal and

metabolic profile for adulthood.

• The improvements were not limited to fitness and fat levels — HDL cholesterol,

which helps clear excess cholesterol from your blood, rose significantly after HIIT.

In addition, systolic blood pressure — the top number in blood pressure readings —

dropped by almost a full point. Even small shifts at this age reduce strain on the

cardiovascular system and decrease the odds of developing hypertension later in

life.

• Benefits were apparent no matter the duration — Sessions that lasted between 30

and 60 minutes, done twice per week, delivered the best results. Shorter bouts of

just 1 to 30 minutes were enough to improve aerobic capacity, while longer sessions

improved fat loss and blood pressure. This shows that HIIT can be flexible — if time

is tight, short bursts still matter, but if a teen sticks to longer sessions, the benefits

become exponential.

• The fitness environment influences outcomes — In clinical environments where

staff oversaw the training, results tended to be stronger and more consistent.

School-based HIIT programs worked, but their outcomes varied depending on how

well instructors maintained the intensity and ensured safety.

• Why BMI barely changes even though body fat dropped — BMI is a crude measure

that does not distinguish between fat and muscle. When teens added lean muscle

through HIIT, it balanced out fat loss, leaving BMI relatively stable.

In practice, this means that BMI is a poor judge of progress — which I also noted in

a previous article. Instead, body fat percentage, VO2peak, and blood pressure are

more reliable markers of health improvement.
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• Mechanistic explanation of HIIT benefits on your body — Intense bursts push the

body into oxygen debt, forcing the heart and muscles to adapt. Repeated sessions

build more mitochondria, which translates into better insulin sensitivity, and fitness.

Improvements in vascular function also explain the drop in blood pressure — the

arteries become more elastic and responsive.

The review also highlighted that the benefits appear quickly, sometimes in just four

weeks, but longer programs (up to 24 weeks) deepen the changes and help

maintain them.

HIIT Triggers Powerful Cellular and Metabolic Shifts for
Prediabetics

In a study published in the Journal of Musculoskeletal and Neuronal Interactions,

researchers compared HIIT against continuous aerobic training (CAT) in overweight and

obese men aged 42 to 57 years old. Sixteen participants were randomly assigned to

either HIIT or CAT for 10 weeks, training twice a week.

The study population was already prediabetic, making them an ideal test group for how

different types of exercise can shift health markers before chronic disease sets in. Both

groups performed the same overall amount of exercise, but the intensity and structure

differed — HIIT alternated intense bursts with moderate activity, while CAT involved

steady effort throughout. The researchers tested which approach produced stronger

benefits for fitness, metabolism, and cellular changes inside muscle tissue.

• HIIT developed better health outcomes — The results showed that HIIT was far

superior to CAT in improving aerobic fitness, lowering insulin levels, enhancing

insulin sensitivity, and building more mitochondria.

• Analyzing the differences between test groups — Peak VO2 rose significantly in the

HIIT group but barely changed in the CAT group. In addition, HIIT participants

generated more cycling power, meaning their muscles became capable of stronger
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work. These gains happened with only 40 minutes of supervised training twice a

week.

• HIIT improved metabolic health in different ways — Insulin sensitivity increased

significantly after HIIT but not after CAT. In other words, the bodies were able to

regulate blood sugar with much less insulin after just 10 weeks. To confirm the

findings, the team administered an oral glucose tolerance test.

Another benefit came from a shift in how the body burned fuel. Researchers

measured the basal respiratory exchange ratio (bRER), which shows how much

carbon dioxide is exhaled compared to the amount of oxygen inhaled. HIIT

significantly lowered this measure while CAT had no effect. For context, a lower

ratio means your body is relying more on body fat for fuel during exercise.

• HIIT creates more mitochondria — Using electron microscopy, the researchers

examined muscle biopsies and found that the HIIT group created more

mitochondria, both in the subsarcolemmal region (just under the cell membrane)

and in the intermyofibrillar region (among the muscle fibers themselves). The CAT

group, by contrast, saw no such mitochondrial growth.

The study also revealed how tightly linked these cellular changes are to health

improvements. Increases in mitochondrial content were positively associated with

better insulin sensitivity scores. In other words, the more mitochondria your

muscles produce, the more it can effectively handle glucose and insulin.

• Breaking down the exercise protocol of the study — HIIT sessions included a warm-

up, 10 minutes of high-intensity intervals, 10 minutes of steady aerobic exercise,

another 10 minutes of intervals, and a cooldown period. Heart rates during the high-

intensity portions rose above 85% of peak capacity, ensuring the intensity was truly

challenging.

CAT sessions had the same total duration but lacked the spikes of effort, instead

keeping heart rates steady at the ventilatory threshold. Despite matching for total

time and volume, HIIT consistently outperformed CAT in every meaningful outcome.
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The takeaway of implementing HIIT is clear — if you’re carrying extra weight and are

worried about diabetes, you don’t need to commit hours every week to steady cardio that

barely moves the needle. Instead, shorter sessions of HIIT are enough to lower insulin,

improve glucose control, increase fat-burning, and make more mitochondria.

Here Are Some Caveats of HIIT

If you regularly read my articles, you’ll know that I’m a big advocate of moderate-

intensity exercise, such as walking. Considering this, why discuss the benefits of HIIT at

all? That’s because short, high-effort workouts are a strong entry point for people who

are just starting out. Thus, it still has a purpose on a case-to-case basis.

• The devil is in the details — Again, there’s no need to dismiss HIIT entirely. In my

interview with Dr. James O’Keefe, he noted that high-intensity exercise still provided

health benefits, but only up to a certain point. Specifically, 75 minutes is the upper

limit. Beyond that, your body becomes overwhelmed from exercise — he noted that

those who did four to seven hours of vigorous exercise every week likely lost

cardiovascular benefits.

• Strength training has benefits, but it also has limits — Lifting weights benefits

muscle growth, bone rigidity, and metabolism, but like HIIT, there’s a sweet spot

before benefits drop off.

O’Keefe noted that 40 to 60 minutes a week of strength training is enough to

improve all-cause mortality. When you get to 130 to 140 minutes a week, the

longevity benefits go back to zero as if you were sedentary in the first place. Even

worse, training for three to four hours a week worsens long-term survival compared

to people who don’t lift weights at all.

• Ten minutes a day is enough to produce results — In a 2022 study from Denmark,

researchers followed over 70,000 office workers for two years to see how short,

simple exercises performed during their shifts helped boost fitness and reduce the

frequency of absences.6
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After analysis, they noted that 10 minutes of regular, short exercises helped reduce

long-term sickness absence, which is defined as at least 30 consecutive days off

due to an illness.

Try Incorporating Micro-Workouts to Harness the Benefits of
HIIT

Now that you’re aware of the context of HIIT’s limits, it’s time to safely integrate micro-

workouts into your daily routine. What makes these great is that they don’t take much of

your time. You also don’t need to attend gym classes and purchase fancy equipment.

Here’s how to get you started:

1. Warm-up for three minutes — Begin prepping your body for exercise — warming up

raises your core temperature, loosens up your muscles and elevates your heart rate.

You want to be slightly sweaty and just a bit out of breath by the end of this phase.

A brisk walk uphill, an easy jog, or light cycling are perfect choices.

2. Push yourself for six minutes of high-intensity cardio — After warming up,

transition into a pace that’s hard enough to make you speak in short sentences only.

If you can sing, you’re not exercising hard enough. Using a heart rate monitor, aim to

reach 85% to 90% of your max during the final few minutes. This short burst of

intensity is where most of the fitness gains of micro-workouts happen.

3. Use structured intervals to vary the intensity — Try intervals like 17 seconds of hard

effort followed by 13 seconds of rest for a total of seven minutes. Another option is

45 seconds of work with 15 seconds of recovery, also for seven minutes. These

patterns let you maintain intensity while giving your body quick rests that can

sustain you throughout the entire session.

4. Cool down with low-intensity movement — After high-intensity exercise, repeat the

same activity but at a much lower pace. This recovery period helps lower heart rate

and support circulation.
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5. Mix cardio and strength work throughout the week — You can do strength training

and cardio on the same day. Aim for two or three cardio-focused micro-workouts

and add two short strength sessions lasting 10 to 15 minutes. This combination

helps your heart, builds muscle, and improves your metabolism without taking over

your week.

6. Focus on strength training that targets large muscle groups — When lifting weights

or doing bodyweight exercises, focus on compound movements like squats, lunges,

pushups, and triceps dips. For your core, do planks, side planks, Russian twists, and

butterfly sit-ups.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) About High-Intensity Interval
Training

Q: Can HIIT improve health even if I don’t lose weight?

A: Yes. Research shows that high-intensity interval training (HIIT) improves key

health markers like VO2peak (your body’s ability to use oxygen), lowers body fat

percentage, raises high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol, and lowers blood

pressure — even if you don’t shed excess weight. This means you can become fitter

and healthier right away, even if you don’t think anything is happening.

Q: How much HIIT do I need to perform to see results?

A: You don’t need long workouts to benefit. Studies show that just 30 to 60 minutes

of HIIT twice per week improves cardiovascular fitness, lowers fat, and improves

blood sugar control. Even shorter sessions of just 10 to 15 minutes still boost

aerobic capacity and provide noticeable benefits.



Q: Is HIIT better than steady cardio for people at risk of diabetes?

A: Yes. In a study of prediabetic overweight men, HIIT significantly improved insulin

sensitivity, lowered fasting insulin, and even increased mitochondrial content in

muscle cells — something steady cardio did not do.

Q: What is happening inside my body when I do HIIT?

A: During intense intervals, your body goes into short periods of oxygen debt,

forcing your heart and muscles to adapt. This process builds more mitochondria,

increases fat-burning, and makes your blood vessels more elastic, which helps

lower blood pressure.

Q: How do I safely get started with HIIT if I’m busy?

A: Begin with a short warm-up, then do six minutes of hard exercise to the point

where you can only speak in short phrases. If you don’t know where to begin, use

intervals like 17 seconds of work and 13 seconds of rest, repeated for seven

minutes, or try 45 seconds on and 15 seconds off.

Cool down afterward with a few minutes of easy walking or cycling. Aim for two to

three HIIT sessions per week and add two short strength sessions to build muscle

and support long-term metabolism. Lastly, remember to limit vigorous exercise to

75 minutes per week.
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