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You’re Training Log and You 

Two weeks ago from today, what did your workout consist of? If you reached for your training log to find out, this article might not be for you. If, on the other hand, you have absolutely no idea of what you did last week, last month or last year, you might want to read on. 

Before getting into this topic too far, let me say two things. First, keeping a decent training log is not something that only anal people do. Training logs have very practical purposes, and if whether you are just starting out or have been lifting for a few years, a training log can help you improve your totals. Secondly, given how easy it is to keep a log, and all of the possible benefits, why not do it? 

The Benefits of a Training Log 

If you've never kept a training log, you may be asking yourself "how is this going to help me set a new personal record in the bench?" Here's how. 

First, keeping a training log will allow you to identify areas in your lifting that haven't progressed. Let's say for the sake of argument that your triceps are the weak link in your bench. If you haven't been using a training log, there is no way for you to look back over the past month or past six months to see which triceps exercises have increased and how much. A good training log will force you to acknowledge that you have been doing 3 sets of 6 lying triceps extensions with 120 lbs. every single time you've done triceps for the past 5 weeks. In this example, you might also want to ask yourself why it is you have been doing triceps extensions every arm workout in the first place. 

The second good reason for keeping a training log is that you can actually see what progress you have made in certain areas. If your memory is like mine, things tend to get a little fuzzy over time, and you might not realize that it was 5 weeks ago you when were only able to do 3 sets of 6 lying triceps extensions with 85 pounds, and now you are up to 3 sets of 6 with 120! Your training log is always more accurate than your memory. 

Third, your training log will help you set realistic goals for both the short and long term. For example, if you are currently benching 250 with a pause and have a long term goal of reaching 300, you can watch your progress over time with your training log. Rather than just waiting until you get 300, you can make a series of short term goals that will help keep you motivated. For example, you might set a goal of reaching 270 in the next 8 weeks, 290 in the next 16 weeks, and 300 by 20 weeks. As you meet those short term goals you will continue to be motivated on toward your long term goals. Likewise, if you aren't meeting your short term goals, your training log will help you make adjustments accordingly. I have found that my training log forces me to make realistic short and long term goals that are then much easier to meet. Goals are great, but they must be realistic, and nothing undercuts motivation like failure to obtain unrealistic goals. 

The fourth benefit of your training log is that it will help you realize if you are under or over training. For example, if your workouts are becoming more difficult, and you are actually getting weaker, you can look back to see what you have been doing. You might realize that you have been doing far too many negatives and heavy training over the past three weeks, and haven't been taking enough time off between workouts. Or, you might realize that you have been doing more and more sets with diminishing returns. Maybe you realize you need some time off to recuperate. 

The fifth benefit of your training log is that you can look back at any time to see how much progress you have made. In my log I periodically review my personal bests in different lifts to see how much progress I've made. Not keeping a log makes it impossible for you to know that your bench went up 25 lbs. during the first six months of the last year, but has only gone up 30 pounds in the entire past year. 

The sixth benefit of the log is that it helps you set up long term routines. If you want to try the Coan bench routine, it is much easier to lay out what it is going to look like over the next 14 bench workouts in advance and then modify it (if needed) as you go along. Personally, I can't remember what I ate last night for dinner (although I'm sure there was some meat in it), but without my log I couldn't tell you whether or not I'm in the 10th workout of a cycle or the 6th. 

What to Include in the Log 

The basic information you want in your log is the date of the workout, how long it took, the different exercises, sets and reps for each, and whether or not you used gear on any given set. And, yes, how long the workout took is important. There is little reason, in my opinion, that a workout should be more than an hour long. If it is you are either wasting time talking or taking too much time between sets, or doing too many sets. 

Now, how hard is this? Not very. And it only costs you about $3.00 for a decent notebook and pen. Of all your lifting expenses, this is definitely going to be the cheapest. And, if you lift in a gym and are worried about getting razzed about your log, you can always stare at people when you write in it as if you were taking notes on them. That will either get you killed or freak them out. In either case, after one or two times, you'll be left alone. 

Aside from the basics, you might want to think about other information that may be important to your short and long term goals. One thing I put in my log (rarely, thank God) are injuries. I can tell you exactly when I sprained my knee, and what I was doing when it happened. I also know how long it took for me to recover fully and start squatting again. If you have to take time off an exercise to work around any injuries, you log will help you get back on track faster. 

If you are really serious about your log, you can include notes about how the workout felt, your energy level, or anything that might have affected your workout (like lifting on three hours of sleep, which I wouldn't advise doing too often). Additionally, if you are gaining weight or losing it, you may want to note that in your log as well. 

If you keep your log simple yet detailed enough to help you, I'm willing to bet that you will be much better off than if you kept none at all. The point, though, is that the log is for you. Only you can decide whether or not you need one or what to put in it. Be creative and have fun. 
