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When Juergen Klinnsman was hired as German National team coach in 2005 he caused a stir in Germany when he hired an American firm to provide fitness for his team.  Athletes Performance is based in LA and works with a number of teams around the world.  Darcy  Norman heads up the five man group that is currently working with Bayern Munich. 
Q: Can you tell us first a little bit about your organization; I know it’s based in Arizona?

A: Athletes’ Performance, yes it started in Arizona with the owner, Mark Prestegen.  Opened the first facility there, opened a second facility in L.A. at the Home Depot Center, and then a third facility in Florida, in Gulf Breeze.  And then just recently they opened a core performance center, which is more based for the everyday user, not just the elite athlete.

Q: So the other three centers are for the elite athlete?

A: Yes, exactly.

Q:  And that’s the one I read about, with the Major League Baseball players using all the time?

A: Yes, those guys are split up amongst the three facilities, depending on where they live and convenience geographically.

Q: How did you get hooked up with Jürgen Klinnsman? 

A: I started working with AP (Athletes’ Performance) in 2003, working at the Arizona facility.  I helped open up the L.A. facility, and then moved away from Arizona but still did consulting projects with AP.  I told Mark if anything ever came up in Europe I’d be interested if he thought it was appropriate.  Then when Jürgen was looking to put together his team, Mark asked if I’d be interested and meet with Jürgen about it, and the rest is history.

Q: You and three other people from AP work here?

A: Myself and two others, Marcelo Martins, and then there’s another fellow, Chad Foreside, who worked with Jürgen directly with the German national team, and he’s here in Munich, but he’s more centrally based for all the other programs they have going.  So his main contract is with the German national team, he’s right now over in Everton helping there.  So he’s got different projects and teams, and now he kind of looks after all the national team guys, so he makes sure they’re getting what they need to stay up to par.

Q: Does AP have any relationship with any MLS teams?

A: Good question.  I think the L.A. Galaxy work with them some, Chivas also, and that would be it, just the L.A.-based teams.

Q: How did AP get involved in European soccer?
A: It all started with Jürgen and the German national team.

Q: If you had to define a job description for you and your two colleagues at Bayern Munich, what would it be?

A: The first job by title would be as a fitness trainer.  The second component would be as a rehab specialist or rehab integration, so taking guys from a rehab standpoint, from the treatment table and building them back up, getting ready to get back to playing again.

Q: So clearly you’re in consultation with the team doctors?

A: We have medical meetings every day about the players, where they’re at, what they’re doing, who’s got issues.  We’re trying to be a lot more proactive with issues, so we have different testing parameters we’ve put into place, so we can kind of catch problems before they happen.  That becomes a big corrective component, so this year we’ve (knock on wood) been very fortunate with injuries, the only injuries we’ve had have been from trauma in games, which is somewhat unavoidable, so I think it’s been very, very good in that way.  I think the biggest thing with these athletes is that they are great compensators; they are very goal-oriented, like the object is to put the ball in the net.  They might not necessarily do it with the best form or the perfect technique, so it’s taking their current movement patterns, seeing where their compensations are, and then trying to make the most appropriate biomechanical pattern, their path of least resistance.  So their body chooses that strategy to get the job done, rather than a compensation pattern, which puts them at risk for injuries.

Q: How do you do that?
A: One of the big tests we use is called a functional movement screen, there’s a website, www.functionalmovement.com, that lists and has the website it came from in the U.S. from a physio in Virginia.  It’s a seven-step test that looks at your overall mobility, stability, and then how well you put those two components into functional movement patterns.  And then, because the typical models were the orthopedic, medical models where it was all goniometry, and measuring angles, and then there was the performance testing, which says how high you can jump, how fast you can run and that kind of stuff.  But what we were finding was that people looked really good on the table, but then didn’t perform well, or vice versa, they didn’t look good on the table, but yet could do everything.  So you had to kind of bridge that gap, and that’s what functional movement screen does.  There was another test we did called the Y balance test, which comes from kind of the same area, it’s just a balance excursion test, and a lot of preliminary studies have been done with it, that show if you have any asymmetry right-to-left of more than four centimeters, then the likelihood of injury goes up significantly.  And we’re trying to get more and more data.  For the functional movement screen, there was a study that started with the NFL, that for this one team doing the study, just by being on that team, you were 15% likely to be on the injured reserve.  That was just the nature of the sport on that team.  If you scored below a 14 on the functional movement screen, your likelihood of injury went up to 51%.  So it’s a significant thing.  So that’s our goal, when we started we maybe had two guys that were where we wanted them to be; now we have three quarters of the team to that point.  

Q: So you gave some kind of pre-test to obtain a baseline for everybody?

A: Exactly, and then we’re always trying to retest to make sure of where we’re at, to get a barometer of what we need to adjust to get people what they need.

Q: How often do you retest?

A: It depends on if the guys are playing a lot, typically it would be around four times a year for the kind of standard, speed and power tests, you know your traditional stuff.  The functional movement screen and more of the mobility tests, we probably do up to eight times a year, and it’s a very simple test, so it’s no stress, but it gives us an understanding of how they’re moving and how they’re doing.  And then we’re always going to use it to update stuff.

Q: Are special sessions put aside for that, or do you just do it after training?

A: It depends, we can do both.  We use it also as a re-integration back into training.  So if somebody’s in rehab, we have some baseline numbers to know where they were before they were injured.  So that’s a type of stipulation to get back to playing.  And we just do it in groups, depending on the test.

Q: I don’t know what the scoring is, but you mentioned below a 14 in your NFL example (for the functional movement test).  So I’m below 14, what are the remedial steps you would take to get me above the minimum level you require.

A: It depends on whether you have a stability issue or a mobility issue.  The good thing about the overall format of how we structure things is that those are the two baseline components in the programs we generate.  So there’s always a stability component and always a mobility component.  You get treatment without getting to specific, so it’s kind of a shotgun approach, we can cover a big number of things.  And then for the guys that need specific things, we can obviously give them the appropriate exercises to correct their limitations.  If they score really poorly, then they go for further assessment, to see if it’s a joint problem that’s a limitation there, or some structural piece.  So that’s another way that we communicate between the medical and physical staffs.

Q: Soccer players are used to the fitness component, clearly.  How are these professional players accepting this second phase?

A: Change is always difficult.  I think the biggest thing here is that we have a big mantra at AP called “Motivation through Education,” and that’s huge.  I think if there was one thing that was very difficult for me, it was not being able to communicate effectively with the players.  And so I think the reason we had difficulty was a lack of communication, why are we doing what we’re doing, what does it mean to them.  But they all started feeling better, moving better, being able to perform at better loads, recovering quicker, so all that stuff kind of proved itself.  It just took longer, because you couldn’t really preface it with a good explanation of why you’re actually doing it.

Q: If we could talk about fitness for a while, and maybe even take a step back.  When did you come over?  And when did training start?

A: I came over at the end of June, and training started July 1st.  We had a difficult transition because of the European Championships, so everything got staggered as the athletes came back.  New facility, new everything, new training, new coach, and then the guys didn’t come in as one group, so it made it harder to educate everybody, just the cards were more stacked against us in that regard.  But we trained for a week when they came in, they kind of came in waves, so the first week we just trained, kept it pretty simple, basic, just what we call an “adaptation phase,” just kind of getting their bodies used to moving again from having some time off.  And the after that week we started testing.  We didn’t feel like you should come in Day 1 doing sprints, without going through a little bit of adaptation.  So that first group would go through that, they would test at the end of that first week, and that’s when the second group would start, so it was in waves, this group on this path, this group on another path, and then as we moved through preseason, they all meshed and melded together from a performance and training standpoint.  There were obviously the individual components, but we had to start playing with the ball as a team obviously, so we had to get them moving in the right direction.

Q: You say “adaptation phase,” which leads me to believe there are other phases.  What are they?

A: We have an adaptation phase, then a strength phase, then a power phase, then a power-endurance phase.  The thing is, a lot of places once your in-season, people just rest on their laurels and roll with it, but that’s when people fade out at the end of the season, and you really need to be a good second-half team, so that’s why we’re always retesting, we retested before Christmas, we retested after we got back from our break, just to make sure we’re always getting what we need.

Q: They came in the adaptation phase to get moving, so what did you use for pre-testing?

A: We used sprints, so we used a five, ten, and thirty-meter sprint, and we used a change of direction test, kind of a modified I test.  That was just because we had a poor timing system so we had to make it work.  We tested power, so vertical jump, no countermovement versus countermovement, and we did VO2 tests, with threshold in there as well, with VO2 masks.  And then in the second half of the season, we also added a field-based, called a synthesis test.  We had the functional movement screen, the Y balance, traditional pull-up and push-up test for upper body.

Q:  How often do you retest these things?

A: Usually about four times a year, but we’ll pick out guys individually, guys that maybe aren’t playing a lot, we can pull them out and VO2 test them to make sure they aren’t getting worse, or that we aren’t killing them.  So we can use this in a variety of ways depending on the individual scenarios.  And it’s the same with the functional movement screen we do that frequently, because that’s our quality of movement test.

Q:  I suspect the midseason break is a dual-edged sword; on one hand the guys are getting rest that they probably need, on the other they’re losing some of their fitness.  How much did that affect the team’s fitness?

A: Not a ton, to be honest.  On the break, we gave everybody programs to do at home.  It was mostly going out for runs, one day a tempo run, another a base run, just to keep moving.  And then for the most part it was just getting back.  Once they got back they scaled up pretty fast, so with our testing we didn’t lose much.  We didn’t lose anything in endurance; we lost a little bit in threshold, which is kind of that game effort.  But then I think it scaled up really fast with training.

Q: With the tests, do you have standards that they have to make?

A: Not necessarily, you are where you are.  We group them within their own group, and then from there make individual programs.  Start with power, the non-countermovement versus countermovement, then also looking at where their five, ten, and thirty are.  Because typically if you have somebody that has a good non-countermovement power, they will have a very good five meters.  And then guys that have a slow thirty, they are really good for five meters and then they peter out, they typically have poor elasticity in their vertical jump with countermovement isn’t that good.  Relatively with that gap, we can start to pick out this guy needs running mechanics, this guy needs efficiency training, this guy needs pure power, and then we can start breaking it up based on those parameters.  So there’s not something like to play you need to be able to do five pull-ups, or you need to be able to do this or do that.  Everyone at this level is pretty strong at this point.  It’s more based on custom, what they need to improve as a player, because if they’re slow at one thing, it affects something else, and you find that they don’t run a thirty very well, running a bunch of thirties isn’t necessarily going to make it better.  But if you work on some running mechanics, some things like that, then all of a sudden they’re thirty meter times start to be better.

Q: Have you noticed a big difference from when you started in June to now?

A: It’d definitely from the fitness end of things much better.  All of our values went up.  I think the big thing in the running scenario is just how open are they to change, and how open are they to hearing criticism about their techniques, that kind of stuff.  So that’s been the hardest challenge, because to run well, it’s a formula.  Like the Olympic sprinters, they all run the same because they’re certain mechanical properties that have to take place, and it’s the same with these guys, getting them to implement those mechanical properties.

Q: Are you position specific at all in your programs?  I know the goalkeepers, but for the field players as well, are their certain things for each position?

A: The big thing was getting their fitness all up to par first, and then integrating with the coaches from that point with specificity.  So the outside backs have to make longer runs, where the inside guys do more multidirectional, so we spend more time on multidirectional stuff with them and not so much on longer runs, it’s going to be more five, ten yard stuff.  And then for strikers it’s a lot more repeated sprints, not going out for a two hour run.  I think that’s one thing in soccer, there are many arguments out there, I think in the seventies and eighties, it became that you need base endurance.  With these guys, they’ve had so many training years behind them, that they have great base endurance.  If you, relatively speaking, went out for a run, then they could go run.  The one thing that I think really lacks in the newer game, this aggressive, is having power.  The goal is to have them become very powerful, and then from there you create power endurance, and the ability to repeat that power.  They have the base to run, that’s not an issue, what they have problems with is an ability to repeat and have one hundred percent power value every time.

Q: I was going to ask, from your perspective, in which direction is the game going physically?  You said twenty years ago we were all into endurance, which is true, very little strength or power training.  You see this game physically moving now towards more short burst and power?

A: Absolutely, what they need to run and play, they have to run forward and then be able to turn around and recover and come back.  And that’s where I think people can play an aggressive forward game, if they don’t have good power endurance, then that’s what gets them caught up and they can’t come back to defend.  So I think sports in general, cycling is one, football is another soccer is another, there’s just those generally stigmas that go with the culture of the sport.  I think that’s just a hard thing to sell, for soccer the stigma is that if you want to be a better soccer player you have to play with the ball.  Which is true, but at the same time you can do a lot of different things, and at this level it’s hard to make that change, where you can implement it at junior level.  They can start power lifting, they can start squatting and lifting just like American football.  When I say weight training, it’s a relative term.  When I give talks, there’s a slide at the very beginning that says “absolute and relative.”  In order to communicate you need to speak in absolutes, but everything is relative to yours and my experience.  Body weight is weight training, so it’s all relative.  The most important this is that they can move properly, so you’re not loading somebody with dysfunctional movements, that’s not appropriate weight training.  So a fourteen-year-old kid can weight train, in my definition, if they have clean movement.  I think even a twelve year old can weight train, if they’re carrying a backpack with fifty pounds of books, they’re weight training, you know that’s extra load.  It’s just because it’s in the shape of a backpack that people don’t seem to think it’s a problem.  So the big thing is that you’re not training dysfunction, that they have to move well and demonstrate good movement skills first, which can be a challenging thing, then they can start weight training.  The problem starts when a kid can’t squat well and then all of a sudden somebody is putting one hundred pounds on their back, and then a bad squat just got a lot worse.  Then that becomes a very big issue.

Q: The reality is that that’s the norm.  There aren’t enough guys like you around, that is, you’re more of the exception.

A: I think the big thing also is typically, from a financial standpoint, you’re one coach to twenty or thirty kids, so it’s harder in bigger groups to keep quality.  That’s where you get these kinds of programs that you have to kind of train to the common denominator.

Q: This leads me to my next question, I think the reality is that in the United States as you well know, there’s one, maybe one-and-a-half coaches for every team.  Very few of whom have any background in any kind of kinesiology, fitness, whatever.  What would you tell first, the youth coach, about which components of fitness are essential, and how he/she can incorporate them into their training session?

A: The two components, kind of back to where we do the testing, are the mobility and stability.  So kids have to be flexible, but they have to be able to control that action.  So the way to implement that into a program is very easy.  It’s just a very good warm-up.  We call it movement preparation.  So it’s a combination of dynamic yoga, it’s not static stretching.  You can integrate it in with the soccer-specific scenario.  So you’re doing every day, if you think 10 minutes, every day for 365 days a year times ten minutes, that adds up to a ton of mobility activity.  I hate to use the word stretching because people think of kicking their leg up on a table and holding a stretch for thirty seconds, and that’s not what you do to prepare people for movement.  But the movement prep is I think worth its weight in gold.  

Q: Can you give an example of the kind of warm-up that you’re talking about?

A: Warming up, doing your typical a few laps around the field, some shuffles, some hip openers, some things like that just to get moving, then you go into some specific, what we call elongation and activation stretches.  We use random names, one I have is called “the world’s greatest,” because it really prepares you to move and it covers a lot of different muscles in your body.  There are some teaching components that are very important to it, but once people get more motion and get better and get more stable at the same time, it’s very effective.  You do it with motion, so you’re doing a movement (demonstrates).  So there are a variety of those that we’ve put together, and they’re dynamic, moving stretches.  And like I said, to me it’s worth its weight in gold.  While you’re doing it, you’re coaching quality movement, and that’s really what gets the kids or the people moving better.  So that would be the one big-ticket item.  The other one is if you get into strengthening, or if you have the opportunity to get into a gym, is making exercises.  Just stick with the basics, master the basics, like how to squat effectively, how to lunge effectively, before you start adding weight and all the crazy physio balls and BOSU things because they have to do the basics well.  You can’t stress that enough.  It’s the same as any soccer coach will tell you: you have to do the basics well.  If you do the basics well then everything else just fits in to place, and it’s the same thing with training.

Q: How about high school age kids, from 15 to 18 years old?

A: Same kind of scenario.  If you were to build a program from the academy, say juniors all the way up to a professional level.  If you have that ability, starting them out younger with movement prep, then getting into the basic soccer stuff, then getting into really basic movements, like lunging effectively, squatting effectively, and just using their body weight only.  Then as you go up, you add a component.  So once you get to that fourteen, fifteen, sixteen group, you can start adding in power lifting.  The funny thing about it is that people think, “Soccer players, power lifting?”  But a hang-clean is one of the most effective exercises to coordinate what we call triple-extension, which is hip extension, knee extension, and ankle extension, which is a key component for jumping and sprinting.  Introducing one thing a year to add into the program is a great way.  From a junior level something you could do that would take them up all the way is the movement prep at the beginning, and then the recovery at the end, getting into the static stretching, and then paying attention to your nutrition, making sure you get good food to fuel yourself.

Q: Do you believe that pre-contest, pre-game does not require static stretching?

A: Absolutely not.  What static stretching does, is it suppresses your nervous system.  So the thing with static stretching is that you have to relax.  And what you’re trying to do pre-match is get your system ready to turn on, not to shut off.  Active type stretching is much better before a contest, and then after you use the static stretching to detonify the system, relax the body.  It’s kind of like having a massage right before you go out and play a game.  Is that the best scenario?  No.

Q: I suspect then, as we move into the college athlete, your scenario will continue that you add.

A: Yes, you just keep adding.  At this point they should be on a really good strengthening program, a good conditioning program, and then the other aspect is their regeneration.  Just really focusing on what they’re doing after they’re done playing or practicing.  Getting your nutrition right afterward, getting good sleep, getting in the ice baths, that kind of thing.

Q: Do you work with the diets of these athletes, or is there a dietitian here?

A: There is not a dietitian, we’re acting as that.  We have really good people in the kitchen who know what they’re doing, so we’re working together.  We have pre-game nutrition, in-game nutrition, post-game nutrition, same as practice, and then just general plans that people need to less body fat, or gain more lean body mass, whatever the case may be and we can make those adjustments with various supplements, or calorie-cutting, that kind of thing.

Q: Do you give out all the supplements to the players, or is someone else involved in that?

A: We organize it between ourselves and the medical staff, all the supplementation and that kind of stuff.

Q:  What’s an example of the kind of supplements that they would take?  Is it an individual thing?

A: Depending on if guys are low in iron, they get their blood tested to see if they’re low in iron or certain vitamins that they need extra supplementation.  But typically a good multivitamin, and little bit extra vitamin-C and vitamin-D after training, and then good protein and carbohydrate mixture after training.  You have a window to replenish your cells, and the best time to get it is ten minutes after play, and the longer you wait the smaller that window gets.  So you want to try to get something right after training.  The guys shakes are right in the lockers, so as soon as they walk in they’re right there to take and they can get it done.  There’s a bit of timing issues with meals, that kind of stuff.

Q: Any resistance to the shakes from the guys?

A: What we did to start off was do some taste testing.  We put all the available products out there, we went through them, had them test them all.  We wrote down what they liked, what they didn’t like, created a little mini-database so that guys have a custom flavor and plan.  The big thing is, you could take the right thing, but if it tastes like crap they’re not going to like it and they’re not going to drink it.  So the flavor is very important.

Q: You spoke about recovery after games, so specifically what do you have the players do after games?

A: The ideal is to go through a cool down process, if it’s just a flush on a bike is typically the best way if you’ve been running, just to unload your body, flush out everything, then go from there into doing some stretching, other mobility stuff, just to loosen up, and then into a cold plunge, or some kind of contrast, hot and cold afterwards, with a massage sometime in there as well.  That’s ideal; obviously that’s not only the case.  We’re lucky to get a cold plunge out of the guys.

Q: What about a regeneration day like this, the day after a game, is it the same or different, guys doing different things or all together?

A: We change it up a little bit depending on the mood.  If we feel like they need to get unloaded, they go on the bikes.  Sometimes it might be better to be unloaded, but it’s also good to get fresh air and get out, so we just make that choice based on the scenario, and then we just have some stretching, foam roll, massage stick stuff that they do.  They also have scheduled massages, and then they finish with a cold plunge. 

Q: You touched on activation as well.  Watching training, you had two different groups going beforehand.  Players never really switched between the two and they were doing different things.

A: The groups were determined based on their position and also what the needs of the guys are.  So typically the outside guys and strikers are doing more speed work, linear kind of speed.  Then the inside guys are doing all the multi-directional stuff, so that’s how it got split up.  Also it can change a little bit based on their needs, so if this guy needs to work a little more on multi-directional, this guy needs to work more on linear, even though their position might not dictate it, we place them there to improve it.  And it’s just an activation so it’s high intensity and low volume.  So it’s just to kind of get things turned on, so they’re working and firing and feeling it, and then we integrate that into the training.  Where a normal movement session day, you would probably triple or quadruple the volume of all of those activities.  Then under more load, so you might have heavier sweats, or more resistance for a longer period, that kind of thing to get more gains from it, physiological gains.

Q: How often would you do some kind of activation similar to that?

A: We do it with every practice, there’s some kind of activation.  Sometimes it’s plyometrics, sometimes it’s movement-based, sometimes it’s just neuro-activation so some coordination drills, sometimes it’s agility-based, so it just depends.  We take it in these little five- to ten-minute blocks, otherwise for coaches it can be really overwhelming.  Like where can I fit this in, I already feel like I don’t have enough time to get in what I want to get in.  So it’s really when you look at your load over a year, it’s just taking five minutes, every day, and trying to fit it in there.  Then it’s not so overwhelming, you can still fit in all the things you feel like you need to get in there, and then have these bonus supplements, and it’s going to make your team better in the long run.

Q: Editorial comment: I think coaches, one of the problems we have in the United States in my opinion is that coaches try to do too much in a training session, instead of activation, and pick one or two soccer-related things to focus on, so that kids can get better.  Our mentality is the football mentality: eight minutes of this, eight minutes of that, twelve minutes of this, and our coaches just go and our kids don’t get better at anything.

Q: I know reading about stuff that you guys do there’s a lot of new things being integrated, core strength, that sort of thing.  How has that changed since you’ve been here working with these guys, have you noticed a difference in core strength?

A: Core is turning into a junkyard term, because it’s a buzzword, it’s a marketing word.  Like, “Oh, are you doing any core?” That’s what sells.  Really, there’s a big difference between core strength and core stability.  And that’s what a lot of people don’t get.  So core strength is strengthening through a range of motion.  Doing crunches, doing knee to chest, all this flexion-based stuff.  What core stability is, is keeping your spine stable in one position while you are against resistance in various planes.  So sprinting is a core stability exercise.  Weight training is a core stability exercise, but you have to think and set it up that way.  What happens is that sports is just a transfer of energy from something to someone or to the ground.  Take running, for instance.  If I push my foot into the ground, if I’m standing and I drive my foot into the ground, that shock continuation goes up my body, it’s the first law of physics.  So if I’m not stable through that system, then my system crumbles, and I lose that energy within the system, and then that energy goes to microtrauma in the tissue.  If you can keep that stable, now when I push that energy is used to propel me forward.  So you might have a 500 horsepower engine, but because you’re unstable, you might only be using 250 of it, as an analogy.  We use the racecar analogy, if you had a 500 horsepower engine in a car, but it’s in a Pinto frame.  You hit the gas, and then there’s so much torque that it bends the frame.  That’s what happens when people lack that stability, so it’s not necessarily a core strength, like how many sit-ups can you do, that kind of thing, it’s just how well you can transfer energy from something to someone or to an object or to the ground.  Really, it’s very nervous system-based training.  The Kaiser equipment has power meters on it, so you can pick whatever exercise you want to do.  You can have the same weight, but have a totally different reading.  This is 6.3 kg, if I move it this slow, I generate 107 watts of power, that’s my best effort.  If I move it fast, because of the speed, I’ve just now generated 347 watts.  If I’m unstable, when I pull this, it’s pulling me back.  If I’m unstable and I pull it, I don’t have an anchor to pull from.  So we can use this power piece as a measure to determine their stability.  It’s an intrinsic thing, so it’s a hard piece to measure, but that’s where any kind of power training, like vertical jump, Olympic lifting, now we have these power meters on here, that we can determine on the squat.  We have guys that might be squatting 120 kilos, one guy generates 2000 watts, and the other guy generates 2500 watts.  The difference is the speed and the ability to transfer force, and a lot of that comes in stability.

Q: Can you have that hooked up with say, a hang or power clean and tell the same thing?

A: Yes, we can pretty much do it with any movement.  So one of the stability exercises we have it builds from many different positions.  I can start standing, and do a chop, or I can pull against resistance, it’s pulling me in the other direction, so I have to generate power to stabilize.  Then I can go into a running stride position and do the same thing, I can get down into a squat position and do the same thing, and see how much power I can generate.  So that’s a stability-based exercise, you’re getting a big bang for your buck or a big return on your investment.  That’s the big difference between traditional weightlifting and more functional, for lack of a better term, lifting.  It’s just looking at the strategy they use to get the activity done.  Just walking for instance, if you’re recovering from an injury.  Say you had ACL surgery but you’re back playing.  A lot of people, because of the injury and the pain they had, they kind of pull their leg, so they use their hip flexor to pull their leg forward, and they don’t use their glute to push and propel them forward.  Just little subtleties , but we have exercises that you can tell right away if they’re a puller or a pusher.  There’s a variety of different things like that that we can use to get what we want.

Q: Fitness, starters versus nonstarters.  Today I know you were looking to do some fitness, how do you make it all work?  How do you keep the guys who don’t play a lot ready to play a full ninety minutes if someone goes down?

A: We structure our system on an ideal, and it stems down from there.  So if you had a week, it’s kind of like the pieces of a puzzle and you just have to start filling in the blanks.  So typically Saturday is your game day.  In an effort level from 0 to 5, that would be a 5, a maximum event.  Typically after a maximum event, you want to have an easy day, so this day (Sunday) would be a recovery day, give it a value of one to two.  

Q: Today, for example, what kind of running were you going to have the players do?

A: That’s all based off their AT and their VO2’s, so typically the guys’ VO2’s, they get that in practice just training every day, their VO2’s and their endurance gets better.  The one thing that’s really hard to do is get this AT value up.  It’ll come up for a good portion, but for the guys that are really fit, they have to get their heart rate to a point that’s tapped out, and keep it there.  For one group, the plan was to do 300 meter runs on an inclining speed.  So they would start out trying to cover it first in 50 seconds, then 45, then 43, and scale it down.  They get a one minute rest in between each run, to try to get their heart rate up into that zone.  It’s basically a U of the field, and then they get one minutes between, from one side to the other.  Then some other guys, because they aren’t in as good of shape, we can get what we need out of them in 20 meter sprint.  So out of the five guys out there, three of them would have been doing 300 meter runs, and the other two 20 meter sprints repeatedly.  

Q: Say it’s preseason and you have the whole team out there, not many games.  Different guys are working on different runs?

A: Yes, in the preseason it’s easier, because you can work on the same scale, you can go on the same scenario, break it out easy, medium, hard.  On an easy day, everyone is doing an easy run, on a medium day, everyone’s doing a medium.  How we determine that is we know where their threshold is at a certain speed.  Like they can run three minutes at 15 km/hr, so we measure out the field with times, and everyone’s running, but they’re running on speeds that target their threshold heart rate specifically.  A group will be running 16 km/hr, a group running 15, a group running 14 ½, a group running 14, and they have different timing marker points, that they have to be at those markers at certain times.  We’ll start off with three 3 minute runs, then the next time go to 3 ½ minutes, then to 4 minutes, then to 5 minutes, then we’ll add, go from three runs to four runs to five runs, and they get a minute in between each.  The hard days, that’s the tricky part, on hard days trying to get these guys to go hard.  Soccer is invariably known for going medium, so it’s harder.  

Q: So each player has a heart monitor, and you use those and your computer to see how close they are to their max and so on.

A: Yes, and you can see their recovery as well.  You can repeat these runs, you can repeat as many as you want, until they don’t recover anymore.  They can run, you give them a minute rest, they recover, they run, minute rest, recover.  When they get to ten, eleven, twelve of them, they’re still trying to go full gas, if they’re not recovering, then they’re done.  It doesn’t help them to keep going at that point, you’re just killing them then.  That’s how you can start to use the science.  Even a guy that’s out of shape, you okay, we’re just going to nail him and nail him and nail him, but you could be just killing him.  Then he gets injured and you think he’s out of shape, he sucks, but really you’ve just pushed him to the point of no return, so it ends up being a self-fulfilling problem, where you make it better instead of making it worse.

Q: Is Bayern ahead in this area of other clubs?

A: It’s hard to say because I haven’t checked out a lot of teams, but I would say more people are paying attention to this, especially on the elite level.

Q: When do you use the heart monitors?  Is it all the time, part of the time?

A: Not every day, but we try to wear them in the preseason, because then we can see what a normal game load is for them, what their heart rates get to, that type of stuff.  We try to wear them as much as possible, because the other thing that’s hard is trying to figure out how much muscular load they’re under.  The systems are getting better, but they’re still not perfect on that.  If you can keep track of the load, you can say, “Hey, this is a heavy week.”  Just like if you were just weight training, if you tally up all your weight and say this was a big week.  When you’re running and turning and changing direction, it’s hard to determine unless you had force plates in your shoes you can’t determine what kind of load you’re under muscularly.  You can determine cardiovascularly, so you kind of have to extrapolate based on that.

Q: Can we use ze Roberto as an example, who’s a little older, from everyone that we’ve talked to, everyone says he’s a had rejuvenation in this uniform.  What’s been your role with him, everyone says he looks like a 25-year-old again.

A: He’s a good example where it comes back to the training age of the people.  Anyone who’s worked with a  lot of kids knows you can beat them into the ground and they can come back and take it again the next day.  The older you get, it doesn’t take as much to get your fitness, but it also doesn’t take much to push you over the top.  Especially at that kind of elite level.  So for him, one of the other things we use for the heart rate is monitoring their resting heart rate.  Kind of a good rule of them that we took from the endurance world is if you know what your average, resting heart rate is.  If you’re ten percent higher, one day, in your average resting heart rate, it’s a sign that you’re overtraining and not recovering, and you need to take a break.  We’ll have the guys lay on the floor with their belts, we know what the general heart rate is, and if it changes a lot, then we keep an eye on them, or maybe pull them out.  It’s a very good rule of thumb for overtraining.

Q:  Is he someone you pull out a lot?

A: We definitely hold him back.  When we’re playing two games a week, he does some upper body weights, a lot of mobility, stretching, regenerating stuff.  Once he’s up to fitness, he’s there, he’s effective, and the big thing is just not getting him hurt.  Where the younger guys, you can hammer them more and they can bounce back quicker.
For coaches in the U.S., as far as getting more information on that stuff, A.P. has their 360 degree coaching programs, and their mentorship programs.  The website is athletesperformance.com, where you can get all the information on the different education.  Then there’s coreperformance.com, which is more the end user brand.  If a kid wants to train, he can get soccer specific programs on that website.  Obviously, if you’re a high school, college athlete, A.P. has programs for those people.  There’s also coaching setups for coaches, trainers, where they can come and learn the methodology.

I think another big thing that should have some mention is that we break the program up into what we call “buckets.”  Movement prep is the first one, then prehab, rehab, which is all of your corrective programs from the movement disfunctions.  Then you have movement training, then plyos, then strength, then recovery/regeneration (R and R).  For the soccer coaches, we also have tactical/technical, which is the actual soccer training.  We were talking about, if you just cover a little bit, this is 100 or 90 minutes of a practice.  Your technical/tactical could be about 45 of that.  You say we’re going to do ten minutes here, five here, ten here, and then that is a very simple and effective way that you can put a lot of movements, plyos into your warm-up, even strength for the younger kids.

Q: Does flexibility play a large part in what you guys do?

A: Absolutely, that’s the mobility.  Flexibility is a term that’s more looked at for muscles, where mobility is muscles and joints.  We use mobility as more comprehensive, but flexibility is huge, and you need to be able to control the motion that you have, that’s very important.  Otherwise you’re just kind of a sack of bones.
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