The Truth About the Fat Burning Zone

Part 1: Your Target Heart Rate Zone

Do you exercise because you want to lose weight? If so, you probably know that cardio exercise is a key factor in helping you lose weight. Many people are warned to stay within their 'fat burning' zone for the best results, but do you really burn more fat if you work at lower intensities?  Is it the most effective way to help you lose weight?

The Ugly Truth 

The body does burn a higher percentage of calories from fat in the 'fat burning zone' or at lower intensities.  But, at higher intensities, you burn a greater number of overall calories which is what you should be concerned about when trying to lose weight. The chart below details the fat calories expended by a 130-pound woman during cardio exercise:

	
	Low Intensity - 60-65% MHR 
	High Intensity - 80-85% MHR 

	Total Calories expended per min.
	4.86
	6.86

	Fat Calories expended per min.
	2.43
	2.7

	Total Calories expended in 30 min.
	146
	206

	Total Fat calories expended in 30 min.
	73
	82

	Percentage of fat calories burned
	50%
	39.85%


From The 24/5 Complete Personal Training Manual, 24 Hour Fitness, 2000 

In this example, the woman burns more total calories and more fat calories at a higher intensity. This isn't to say that low intensity exercise doesn't have it's place. In fact, endurance workouts should be a staple of a complete fitness program along with shorter, higher intensity workouts or even interval workouts which are a great way to burn calories and build endurance.  To figure out your own intensity levels, start by calculating your target heart rate zone.  

What is Your Target Heart Rate? 

In order to figure out which zone you're in, you first need to figure out what your own target heart rate is. You can do this by using the Karvonen Formula. You can also use any number of target heart rate calculators to get your heart rate zone, but many of them do not incorporate your resting heart rate (which makes it a bit more accurate). 

Below is an example of the Karvonen formula for a 23 year old person with a resting heart rate of 65 beats per minute (*to get your resting heart rate, take your pulse for one full minute.): 

220 - 23 (age) = 197
197 - 65 (resting heart rate) = 132
132 * 65% (low end of heart rate) OR 85% (high end) = 85.8 OR 112.2
85.8 + 65 (resting heart rate) = 150 112.2 + 65 (rhr) = 177
The target heart rate zone for this person would be 150 to 177 

For this person to work in his 'fat burning' zone, he would need to stay around 150 beats per minute or lower. To work within his 'cardio' zone, he would need to work at 150 bpm or higher

Maximum Heart Rate

How to Calculate Your Maximum Heart Rate

Planning on starting an endurance training program? How do you know what intensity you should be working out at? A good place to start is to calculate your maximum heart rate. 

To find your maximum heart rate, take your age and subtract it from 220. 

Maximum Heart Rate = 220 - Age 

It is recommended that one should work out at 55 - 90% of maximum heart rate. So, to figure out what intensity is right for you, chose what percentage of intensity you should work out at and calculate your target heart rate during exercise from your maximum heart rate. 

Target Heart Rate = Maximum Heart Rate X ( 55% - 90%) 

Beginners should work at the low end of this recommendation and increase intensity as appropriate. Thus a good target heart rate for a beginner should be 60% of the maximum heart rate. 

Thus for a 45 year old person just starting an exercise program the appropriate target heart rate during exercise should be.
220 - 45(age) = 175 Maximum Heart Rate
175 X 60% = 105 Target Heart Rate During Exercise 

Remember, however, to consult your physician before starting an exercise program.

