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HIIT Your Goals!  How Principles of High Intensity 
Interval Training Can Boost Your Career Productivity

Nila Radhakrishnan,MD, UF Health Hospital Medicine and 
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The daily juggle: 

There are never-ending career and personal demands that all of us face and process 
daily.  A career in healthcare means there is always an urgent issue that cannot wait 
and there must be dedicated focus on the patient care issue in front of us.  We are 
DOO�MXJJOLQJ�PXOWLSOH�LQER[HV�VXFK�DV�HPDLO��SDWLHQW�PHVVDJHV��VWDǺ�PHVVDJHV�DQG�
communications.  Beyond these urgent daily matters, many of us have additional 
career goals.  Maybe you always wanted to read a leadership book to help you 
SUHSDUH�WR�OHDG�D�SURMHFW�ZKLFK�FRXOG�SRVLWLRQ�\RX�IRU�D�OHDGHUVKLS�SRVLWLRQ����3HUKDSV�
you want to write a patient case report to help you with academic scholarly output.  
3HUKDSV�\RX�KDYH�ZDQWHG�WR�ZULWH�D�ERRN���0RVW�SHRSOH�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�MXJJOH�IDPLO\�
needs, raising children, household chores and social obligations.  The pandemic has 
also shown us that now, more than ever, we all need to prioritize self-care such as 
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sleep, health, nutrition, and exercise.   There are only 
���KRXUV�LQ�D�GD\��VR�KRZ�FDQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�JHW�îW�LQ"��

Where oh where is the time? 

If we are able to invest time into things that would 
help us to meet long-term personal and professional 
JRDOV�� WKH� SD\RǺV� DUH� RIWHQ� VLJQLîFDQW� LQ� WHUPV� RI�
career and personal progression and satisfaction. 
The challenge is that these important tasks can feel 
overwhelming and nebulous since they take time, 
and we are always responding to the urgent tasks 
in front of us.  Typically, the long-term professional 
and stretch goals get continuously put “on the back 
burner” since there is not an urgent deadline.   How 
can we make time to move the tasks forward that 
will give us the most returns in terms of productivity 
DQG� SURIHVVLRQDO� GHYHORSPHQW�� ZKLOH� VWLOO� IXOîOOLQJ�
personal and professional demands in a timely 
manner?   

High Intensity Interval Training (HIIT)

What is HIIT? As the name suggests, it is a training 
module that involves short periods or intervals of 
intense work followed by intervals of rest/recovery 
(see below for an example of a typical HIIT workout). 

HIIT has become very popular in exercise and 
WUDLQLQJ� HQYLURQPHQWV� GXH� LWV� HǸFLHQF\�� WKH� DELOLW\�
to accomplish a lot of work in a short amount of 
time. This shorter time frame makes tasks seem 
more manageable and not so overwhelming. It is 
much easier to schedule 20-minute intervals in your 
VFKHGXOH�WKDQ�WR�EORFN�RǺ���VWUDLJKW�KRXUV��$QG��RQFH�
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you get going and create positive momentum, your 
progress builds and compounds and your results are 
amazing! 

The most important aspect of HIIT is the intensity; 
WKDWªV�ZKDW�PDNHV�LW�HǺHFWLYH��7R�JHW�WKH�PRVW�RXW�RI�
a HIIT session you must be “dialed in” and focused on 
your goal and not allow distractions to sidetrack you. 
Intensity is relative to the individual – an advanced 
DWKOHWHªV� LQWHUYDOV� DUH� JRLQJ� WR� ORRN� D� ORW� GLǺHUHQW�
than a beginner’s, but that is the beauty of HIIT, you 
can customize the intervals to your own ability level, 
skill set, schedule or goal/task.  

Finally, when developing a HIIT workout or applying 
the principles to other tasks in your life, your intervals 
need to be realistic and sustainable; otherwise, you 
will not stick to them. 

Example HIIT workout 
Work interval: 20 seconds 
Rest interval: 10 seconds 
8-minute HIIT workout: 
��V��6TXDWV 
10s: Rest 
20s: Push-ups 
10s: Rest 
20s: Lunges 
10s: Rest 
20s: Mountain Climbers 
10s: Rest 
Repeat above four times for a total of 8 minutes. 
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Intervals of Focus

There are examples of using intervals to achieve 
productivity.  Francesco Cirillo created the “Pomodoro 
WHFKQLTXH¨�LQ�WKH�����V�������3RPRGRUR�LV�WKH�,WDOLDQ�ZRUG�
IRU� WRPDWR� DQG�KH�QDPHG� WKLV� WHFKQLTXH�QDPHG�DIWHU� D�
kitchen timer shaped like a tomato.  He described intervals 
of “focused work time” for 25 minutes followed by 5 
minutes of dedicated rest.   During the 25 minute work 
interval, the focus must be on the task and nothing else. 
During the “work” time, there can be no checking email, 
scrolling social media, or responding to calls.   During the 
structured rest time, it is encouraged to do something 
refreshing like walking around, deep breathing, or 
anything else.  Then it is back to the 25 minutes of work.   
7KH�DGYDQWDJH�RI�WKH�3RPRGRUR�WHFKQLTXH�LV�WKDW�LW�DOORZV�
IRU�IRFXVHG�ZRUN�WLPH�LQ�VPDOO�DOLTXRWV�ZKLFK�KHOSV�ZLWK�
making progress and overcoming procrastination. It is 
HDVLHU�WR�îQG����PLQXWHV�WKDQ�D�ODUJH�EORFN�RI�WLPH��� ����
minutes of mindfulness can achieve more than one hour 
of interrupted work.      

Let us take an example of how to use principles of interval 
training to move a high-yield task forward such as moving 
IRUZDUG�D�SHUVRQDO�SURMHFW���7KLV�FDQ�VHHP�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�WR�
VWDUW�DQG�îQLVK���:LWKRXW�D�VWULFW�GHDGOLQH��WKLV�FDQ�DOVR�EH�
easy to procrastinate since there is inevitably something 
VHHPLQJO\�PRUH�XUJHQW�WKDW�ZLOO�KLMDFN�RXU�DWWHQWLRQ���:H�
all are very busy, and we have short attention spans.  We 
think we must wait until all conditions are perfect to start 
D�SURMHFW�� �:KHQ�ZLOO� WKH�GD\�FRPH�ZKHQ�ZH�KDYH�KRXUV�
EORFNHG��ZH�KDYH�WKH�SHUIHFW�TXLHW�HQYLURQPHQW��ZH�KDYH�
all our ideas assembled, we are caught up on everything 
DQG�ZH� FDQ� FRPSOHWH� RXU� SURMHFW"� � � 7KH� SUREOHP� LV� IRU�
most people, this day never comes, and the task is never 
VWDUWHG��PXFK�OHVV�îQLVKHG�����+RZ�PDQ\�RI�XV�KDYH�D�WDVN�
we have been procrastinating? How many of us have a 
task that we have procrastinated for over a year since we 
QHYHU�îQG�WKDW�§SHUIHFW�GD\¨�WR�FRPSOHWH�LW"��3ULQFLSOHV�RI�
interval training can help us here. 

§5HDG\��îUH��DLP�¨�

For exercise, as for most things in life, getting started is 
the key. Rarely is there a perfect time, when all the stars 
align, and a message is sent from the heavens indicating 
that now is the ideal time. You simply must make up your 
PLQG�DQG�WDNH�WKH�îUVW�VWHS��(YHQ�LI�HYHU\WKLQJ�LVQªW�SHUIHFW��
Even if you are not ready. Even if it is uncomfortable. 
Throughout my twenty years as a strength & conditioning 
coach I have had the pleasure of working with thousands 
of clients – professional athletes, doctors, teachers, kids 
and everyone in between – and I have noticed there are 
two factors that determine success more than any others: 

making the commitment to get started and then 
remaining consistent. It’s that simple. 

By employing short, small, achievable intervals, the 
principles of HIIT make getting started easier and 
consistency more likely. You will see greater results 
from working out consistently for 30 minutes 4 
days per week than you will from working out 1 day 
per week for 2 hours; and you are more likely to 
stick with it. 

High Intensity Interval Training principles can 
help us to overcome procrastination and increase 
our productivity for our professional goals. By 
focusing on a short, intense interval, we can block 
out a reasonable amount of time, like 20-30 
minutes, with the goal to intensely move a task 
forward without having the fear and pressure to 
complete it.  This can help overcome the inertia 
and unconscious procrastination that can come 
with tackling a big, important task.   Many small 
intervals, done regularly and with focus will lead to 
the completion of the task.    It is surprising how 
PXFK�FDQ�EH�DFKLHYHG�E\�MXVW�VWDUWLQJ���2IWHQ�WKH�
25 minutes of dedicated work will lead to another 
25 minutes and then another.  Just as a runner may 
VWUXJJOH�IRU� WKH�îUVW� ���PLQXWHV�RI�D�UXQ�EXW�WKHQ�
gets into a pace and feels good enough to keep 
JRLQJ��MXVW�WKH�DFW�RI�VWDUWLQJ�WR�WDNH�IRUZDUG�DFWLRQ�
can help to overcome the mental inertia to take on 
a lofty goal. 

How to pick the intervals? 

In Exercise training we consider a few things, 
namely: the task/goal of the individual, their ability 
level and their schedule/outside demands. All of 
these factors play a role in choosing the appropriate 
intervals. For example, an untrained and sedentary 
50-year-old may begin with a work to rest ratio of 
1:3, meaning their rest/recovery interval will be three 
times that of their work interval. Whereas a more 
advanced exerciser may have a work to rest ratio of 
3:1, meaning their rest/recovery interval will only be 
one-third of their work time. Likewise, the activity 
plays a role in determining the intervals. Maximal 
VWUHQJWK�EDVHG� PRYHPHQWV� UHTXLUH� PRUH� UHVW�
time as to allow for appropriate muscle recovery 
and cardiovascular based movements typically 
GR�QRW�UHTXLUH�DV�PXFK�UHFRYHU\�WLPH��6R�� ORRN�DW�
your task and determine what the best approach 
is, and, most importantly, choose intervals that are 
realistic and sustainable and will lead to long term 
consistency. Be sure to reassess your goals and 
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DGMXVW� \RXU� DFWLRQ�SODQ�RQ�D� UHJXODU� EDVLV��1RZ�JHW� RXW�
there and attack your goals with purpose and passion! 

)RU� SURGXFWLYLW\�� GLǺHUHQW� W\SHV� RI� WDVNV� FDQ� UHTXLUH�
GLǺHUHQW� W\SHV� RI� §ZRUN¨� LQWHUYDOV�� � � ,Q� RXU� FXUUHQW�
environment of “sound bites” and multi-tasking, focused 
work takes practice to “get into shape.” For career 
productivity, after some practice with intervals, you will 
JHW�D�VHQVH�RI�ZKLFK�WDVNV�UHTXLUH�HDFK�W\SH�RI� LQWHUYDO����
Let’s take the example of documentation. We know there 
has been much observation about how much time is 
spent on documentation in the Electronic Medical Record. 
Focused interval work can help to tackle charting and help 
SK\VLFLDQV�WR�îQLVK�WKLV�WDVN�DW�ZRUN�UDWKHU�WKDQ�VSHQGLQJ�
nights and weekends completing charts.   For a follow-up 
inpatient progress note, setting a timer for 5 minutes of 
productive, focused time without distraction can lead to 
the note being completed and with fewer interruptions.  
It is also likely going to be a much more accurate note.  
Most all inputs, including calls, can wait 5 minutes.  A 
complex note may take more than 5 minutes and by 
setting intervals, a physician can add an additional interval 
if needed.   

7KH�SD\RǺV�IURP�LQFUHDVHG�SURIHVVLRQDO�SURGXFWLYLW\�DQG�
FDUHHU�GHYHORSPHQW�DUH�VLJQLîFDQW���

$V� %ULDQ� 7UDF\� VD\V� §5XOH�� ,W� LV� WKH� TXDOLW\� RI� WLPH� DW�
ZRUN� WKDW� FRXQWV� DQG� WKH� TXDQWLW\� RI� WLPH� DW� KRPH�
that matters.”(2) Certainly, we have all regularly put in 
additional hours when absolutely needed.   However, 
when long, unproductive hours are the norm, this can lead 

��

Task Interval Work: Rest  Comments 
 
Academic Article 

  
25 minutes: 5 minutes  

 
Break down the various 
parts of the writing into 
aliquots and work on an 
aliquot in each interval 

 
Inpatient Progress Note 

5 minutes: 3 minutes (to 
answer pages or urgent 
calls) 

During the 5 minutes focus 
on the task  

On-line CME course or board 
practice questions  
 

30 minutes: 5 minutes  Break-down a 2-hour course 
to complete over 4 blocks 

Writing a book  20 minutes: 5 minutes with a 
longer break every 3 rounds  

Scheduled daily or every 
other day  

Reading a book on 
leadership 

15 minutes: 3 minutes   Read a little each day  

 
�

to burnout and unhappiness.  When we are not 
able to move forward our strategic priorities we can 
feel “stuck” and not moving towards our purpose. 
What if instead, we saw that day-by-day we were 
moving closer to our goals?   Using intervals to 
move forward strategic priorities can help us move 
towards our purpose.  Using intervals to help us 
with our daily mundane tasks can open up time for 
our loved ones and hobbies

Bonus tips for success: 

Removing “decision-fatigue” is a key way to help 
overcome procrastination and anxiety over a 
task. This is why morning exercisers lay out their 
exercise clothes, water bottle and shoes the night 
before.  Similarly, before a “productivity interval” 
to take advantage of the “work time” it is helpful 
to have all of your tools set up, such a lap-top, 
“favorite” a needed webpage (but not be tempted 
WR� VXUI�� DQG� NHHS� D� WLPHU�� � ,W� LV� HTXDOO\� LPSRUWDQW�
WR� §WXUQ� RǺ¨� DV�PDQ\� LQSXWV� DV� SRVVLEOH�� VXFK� DV�
QRWLîFDWLRQV�DQG�HPDLOV�� � �7KH�NH\� LV�QRW� WR�DOORZ�
the preparation to take on a life of its own and also 
to avoid delaying the task if the perfect preparation 
LV�QRW�FRPSOHWHG���:KHWKHU�LW�LV�IRU�SK\VLFDO�îWQHVV�
or career productivity Nike’s slogan of “Just Do It” 
applies.  

5HIHUHQFHV�DYDLODEOH�XSRQ�UHTXHVW�

HIIT Your Goals!


