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Four weeks of high- versus low-load resistance training to 
failure on the rate of torque development, electromechanical 
delay, and contractile twitch properties

N.D.M. Jenkins1,2, T.J. Housh1, S.L. Buckner3, H.C. Bergstrom4, C.M. Smith1, K.C. Cochrane1,  
E.C. Hill1, A.A. Miramonti1, R.J. Schmidt1, G.O. Johnson1, J.T. Cramer1

1Department of Nutrition and Health Sciences, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, NE 68583; 2Department of Health and Human Perfor-
mance, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK 74074; 3Department of Health, Exercise Science, and Recreation Management, University of 
Mississippi, University, MS 38677; 4Department of Kinesiology and Health Promotion, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY 40506-0219, USA

Introduction

Several recent studies1-5 have challenged the current rec-
ommendation that resistance exercise loads of 60-85% of 
the one repetition maximum (1RM) are optimal for maximiz-
ing muscle hypertrophy6,7. For example, Burd and colleagues1 
observed similar muscle protein synthetic and anabolic 
signaling responses following resistance exercise to failure 
at 30% versus 90% 1RM. In a follow up study, Mitchell et 
al.2 demonstrated that 10 weeks of leg extension resistance 

training to failure at 30% 1RM and 80% 1RM were equally 
effective for causing muscle hypertrophy. Similarly, Ogasa-
wara et al.3 observed comparable muscle hypertrophy in 
response to 30% and 80% 1RM bench press resistance 
training to failure in the pectoralis major and triceps brachii. 
These recent experimental results have sparked a debate 
regarding the recommended resistance-training load to aug-
ment muscle size8,9.

Despite the similar hypertrophic adaptations to high- ver-
sus low-load training, several studies have shown that high-
load training is superior for enhancing muscle strength2-5. 
Mitchell et al.2 demonstrated that 10 weeks of training at 
80% 1RM increased 1RM strength to a greater degree than 
training at 30% 1RM, although both intensities increased 
maximal voluntary isometric contraction (MVIC) strength 
to a similar degree. Ogasawara et al.10, however, observed 
greater improvements in both 1RM and MVIC strength fol-
lowing training at 80% versus 30% 1RM. In a 4 week train-
ing study, Jenkins et al.5 also observed similar hypertrophy 
of the elbow flexors following training at 80% versus 30% 
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1RM. However, MVIC and 1RM strength significantly im-
proved in the 80% 1RM group, but did not significantly im-
prove in the 30% 1RM group. Therefore, studies are needed 
to help understand the neuromuscular adaptations that may 
facilitate strength improvements following high- but not low-
load training, even though they may enhance muscle size to 
a similar degree2,5,10. 

The rate of torque development (RTD), calculated during 
the onset of a maximal isometric muscle action, is thought to 
provide important information regarding neural and mechan-
ical adaptations to training dependent on the time interval 
in which it is calculated11-13. Specifically, RTDs calculated in 
early time intervals may provide information regarding neu-
romuscular activation characteristics or contractile speed, 
while RTDs calculated during later time intervals may be 
more related to maximal strength12-15. Therefore, an exami-
nation of RTD and EMG during the onset of torque production 
and muscle activation can provide information about the neu-
romuscular adaptations that occur in response to resistance 
training at 80% versus 30% 1RM. 

The electromechanical delay (EMD) is the time lag between 
the onset of electrical activity in a muscle and the onset of 
a measureable torque response16-18. Although physiological 
factors such as the propagation of action potentials along the 
sarcolemma and excitation-contraction coupling may influ-
ence the EMD, it has been suggested that the time required 
to stretch the series elastic component (SEC) represents 
the major portion of the measured EMD17. Consequently, 
the EMD has been used as an indicator of musculotendinous 
stiffness19,20. For example, Grosset et al.19 and Kubo et al.21 
demonstrated changes in EMD with concurrent changes in 
musculotendinous stiffness following endurance, plyomet-
ric, and/or isometric training. Kubo et al.21 suggested that 
training-induced increases in musculotendinous stiffness 
are an “advantage for increasing the RTD and shortening the 
EMD” (Table 3). However, Malliaras et al.22 demonstrated that 
changes in tendon stiffness following resistance training may 
be load-dependent. Consequently, the EMD may provide in-
formation regarding load-dependent adaptations related to 
musculotendinous stiffness.

It has been hypothesized23,24 that there are fiber specific 
adaptations to high- versus low-load training. For example, 
Mitchell et al.2 reported a (non-significant) 7% greater in-
crease in type I fiber size of the vastus lateralis (VL) after 10 
weeks of 30% versus 80% 1RM resistance training. Netreba 
et al.25 showed a greater increase in type II fiber size of the VL 
following 8 weeks of resistance training at 85% versus 25% 
1RM. It is known that fibers with different myosin isoform 
contents display different functional properties26-28. Accord-
ingly, examination of a muscle or muscle group’s contractile 
twitch properties may provide insight into the specific adap-
tations that occur following high- versus low-load resistance 
training programs.

Together, the quantification of RTD, EMD, and contractile 
twitch properties may provide information on the neuro-
muscular adaptations that are facilitating greater strength 
improvements during high- versus low-load training. There-

fore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the effects 
of 4-weeks of high- (80% 1RM) versus low-load (30% 1RM) 
resistance training on voluntary RTD, voluntary EMD, and 
contractile twitch characteristics in untrained men. We hy-
pothesized that there would be greater changes in RTD, EMD, 
and time-dependent contractile twitch properties (i.e., RTD, 
time to peak torque, etc.) in response to training at 80% 
1RM, but that peak twitch torque would increase similarly 
following training at 80% and 30% 1RM29.

Materials and methods

Participants

Eighteen untrained men were enrolled in this study; how-
ever, 3 men did not complete this study for the following rea-
sons: 1 participant did not wish to continue the study due to 
discomfort during the testing sessions, 1 participant did not 
wish to continue the study due to the time commitment, and 
1 participant withdrew to begin a resistance training pro-
gram outside of the study. Therefore, only the data from 15 
men (mean±SD; age = 21.7±2.4 yrs; height= 181.6±7.5 cm; 
weight= 84.7±23.5 kg) were analyzed and reported. This 
study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review 
Board for the protection of human participants (IRB Approval 
#: 20140314046FB). Prior to any data collection, all par-
ticipants signed an informed consent form and completed a 
health history questionnaire. To be eligible, each participant 
must have been between the ages of 19 and 29, free from any 
current or ongoing musculoskeletal injuries or neuromuscu-
lar disorders involving the shoulders, elbows, or wrists, and 
could not have completed any regular or formal resistance 
training for at least 6 months prior to the start of the study.

Experimental design

A randomized, between-group, repeated measures, par-
allel design was used for this study. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to either a high- (80% of 1RM; n = 7) or 
low-load (30% of 1RM; n = 8) resistance training group and 
completed elbow flexion resistance training to failure 3 times 
per week for 4 weeks. The participants were familiarized with 
the testing procedures prior to baseline testing, and testing 
was completed at baseline, 2-, and 4-weeks of training. All 
participants completed a total of fourteen visits, and each 
visit was separated by 48–72 hours at the same time of day 
(±2 h). During each testing session, participants completed 
maximal voluntary and evoked muscle actions, during which 
torque and electromyographic (EMG) signals were recorded. 
The participants were asked to refrain from any outside re-
sistance exercise for the duration of the study. 

Resistance training

During all 11 training visits, subjects completed 3 sets of 
dynamic constant external resistance elbow flexion resist-
ance training (e.g., dumbbell biceps curls) to failure with loads 
corresponding (to the nearest 1.1 kg) to either 80% or 30% 
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of 1RM. The subjects stood with their backs against a wall 
and their elbows supported by a brace (Bicep Bomber, Body 
Solid, Inc., Forest Park, IL, USA) to eliminate swinging of the 
torso or arms. Subjects were instructed to perform all rep-
etitions through a complete range of motion. A metronome 
(Pro Metronome, EUMLab, Berlin, Germany) was set to 1 Hz, 
and subjects were instructed to perform the concentric and 
eccentric phases corresponding with each tick of the metro-
nome so that the concentric and eccentric phases were ap-
proximately 1 s. Verbal instruction and encouragement were 
provided during each set. Failure was defined as the inability 
to complete another concentric muscle action through the 
full range of motion. Two min of rest was provided between 
sets for both conditions (80% and 30% 1RM). The weight 
utilized during training was adjusted based on the new 1RM 
established at the 2 week testing session. Because it has 
been suggested that the timing and type of protein ingested 
surrounding resistance training may augment the magnitude 
and duration of the muscle protein synthetic response to 
training30, each participant consumed a protein shake mixed 
with water in the laboratory (EAS 100% Whey Protein, EAS 
Sports Nutrition, Abbott Laboratories, Columbus, OH, USA) 
that provided 150 kcals and 26 g of protein immediately fol-
lowing each resistance training session. 

Isometric testing

For isometric testing, the participants were seated with 
straps securing the trunk and pelvis on a calibrated isokinetic 
dynamometer (Biodex System 3; Biodex Medical Systems, 
Inc. Shirley, NY, USA) with a custom-built apparatus (Omega-
dyne, model LC402, range 0–500 lbs, Stamford, CT, USA). 
The participants’ wrists were secured with a velcro strap, the 
axis of rotation of the dynamometer head was aligned with the 
axis of rotation of the elbow joint, and the arm was positioned 
in 10° of abduction to better expose the musculotaneous 
nerve for transcutaneous nerve stimulation. The joint angle 
between the arm and the forearm was set at 90°, which was 
used for both voluntary and evoked isometric muscle actions. 

Transcutaneous electrical stimuli were delivered via bi-
polar surface electrodes placed over the musculotaneous 
nerve just medial to the anterior deltoid using a high volt-
age (maximal voltage= 400 V), constant-current stimulator 
(Digitimer DS7AH, Hertfordshire, UK). Optimal stimulation 
electrode location was determined by delivering single low-
amperage exploratory stimuli (20 mA) using a hand-held 
stimulation probe (Digitimer Bipolar Felt Pad Electrodes). 
Electrode location was selected based on visual inspec-
tions of the twitch force and the compound muscle action 
potential (M-wave) amplitudes that were displayed on an ex-
ternal computer screen. Once the location was determined 
and marked, disposable 20 mm diameter adhesive surface 
electrodes (Plaquette Disposable 4-Disk Electrodes, Tech-
nomed Europe, the Netherlands) were taped to the skin with 
an interelectrode distance of 25.4 mm (distance between the 
anode and cathode of the hand-held probe). Maximal peak-
to-peak M-wave amplitude (MPP) was achieved by increasing 

amperage in 20-40 mA increments until a plateau in MPP and 
twitch force was observed after three consecutive amperage 
increases. To ensure a supramaximal stimulus, 120% of the 
stimulus used to evoke the maximal MPP was used to evoke 
the elbow flexor muscles with 1 singlet and doublet stimuli 
(200 ms duration square-wave impulse at 100 Hz) with 1 
minute of rest between each stimulus. 

Participants completed 2, 4–5 s MVICs of the elbow flex-
ors with 2 min of rest between each muscle action. For each 
attempt, subjects were instructed to contract as “fast and 
hard as possible” when the investigator said “go!” Loud ver-
bal encouragement was provided during each MVIC.

Electromyography

Pre-gelled bipolar surface electrodes (Ag/AgCl, AccuSen-
sor, Lynn Medical, Wixom, MI, USA) were placed on the biceps 
brachii (BB) muscle of the right arm with an inter-electrode 
distance of 30 mm. The center of the bipolar electrode pair 
was placed at 33% of the distance between the cubital fos-
sa and the acromion process31. A single pre-gelled surface 
electrode (Ag/AgCl, AccuSensor, Lynn Medical, Wixom, MI, 
USA) was placed on the lateral epicondyle of the humerus to 
serve as the reference electrode. All electrode locations were 
marked with a permanent marker and were kept throughout 
the duration of the study. To reduce inter-electrode imped-
ance and increase the signal-to-noise ratio32, local areas of 
the skin were shaved, abraded, and cleaned with isopropyl al-
cohol prior to the placement of the electrodes. Interelectrode 
impedance was measured using a digital multimeter (Fluke 
179 True RMS Multimeter, Everett, WA, USA) and was kept 
below 2000 Ω32.

Signal processing

The torque and EMG signals were sampled simultaneously 
at 2kHz with a BIOPAC data acquisition system (MP150WSW, 
Biopac Systems, Inc., Santa Barbara, CA, USA). The signals 
were recorded and stored on a personal computer and pro-
cessed off-line with custom written software (LabVIEW 12.0, 
National Instruments, Austin, TX, USA). 

The torque signals were low-pass filtered with a 20 Hz 
cutoff (zero-phase shift 4th-order Butterworth filter) and all 
analyses were completed on the filtered signals. For the vol-
untary muscle actions, RTDs were quantified as averages of 
the first derivative (i.e., instantaneous slopes) of the torque 
signal in time intervals of 0-30 (RTD30V), 0-50 (RTD50V), 
0-100 (RTD100V), and 0-200 (RTD200V) ms from the onset 
of torque production, and peak RTD (pRTDV) was calculated 
as the highest 10 ms average of the first derivative of the 
torque signal12,33. 

As described previously34, contractile twitch properties 
were calculated from the evoked singlet (denoted by a sub-
script ‘S’) and doublet (denoted by a subscript ‘D’) muscle ac-
tions. Specifically, peak twitch torque (PTT) was calculated 
as the highest 2.5 ms torque value (Nm) obtained after the 
onset of the evoked twitch. Peak RTD (pRTD) was calculated 
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as the highest 2.5 ms average of the first derivative of the 
torque signal (Nm·s-1) between the onset of the evoked twitch 
and PTT. Time to peak twitch (TPT) was calculated as the time 
(ms) from the onset of the evoked twitch to PTT. The 1/2 re-
laxation time (HRT) and the peak relaxation rate (pRR) were 
calculated as the time (ms) from PTT to 1/2 of PTT and as the 
lowest 2.5 ms average of the first derivative of the torque 
signal (Nm·s-1) after the attainment of PTT, respectively. 

The EMG signals were amplified (gain 1000) using a differ-
ential amplifier (EMG100C, Biopac Systems, Inc., Santa Bar-
bara, CA, USA, bandwidth 1–5000 Hz) with a common mode 
rejection ratio of 110 dB min and an input impedance of 2 
MΩ, sampled at 2 kHz, and digitally filtered (zero phase-shift 
4th-order Butterworth) with a bandpass of 10-999 Hz for 
the voluntary and evoked muscle actions. For the voluntary 
muscle actions, the EMG signals were full-wave rectified, and 
the time-averaged integrated EMG amplitude (µV)35 was cal-
culated during the first 0-30 (iEMG30), 0-50 (iEMG50), and 
0-100 (iEMG100) ms relative to the onset of EMG activity12. 
During the evoked singlet and doublet muscle actions, the 
M-wave amplitude was quantified as the peak-to-peak ampli-
tude (MPP) in µV. The M-wave duration was quantified as the 
time (ms) from the onset to cessation of the M-wave. For the 
voluntary and evoked muscle actions, the electromechanical 
delay (EMDV and EMDS/D, respectively) was calculated as the 
time (ms) from the onset of the EMG signal to the onset of 
torque production.

The onsets of the voluntary and evoked torque and EMG 
signals were determined manually via visual inspection of 
the filtered torque and EMG signals where they first deflect-
ed from the baseline when viewed in a 20 ms window that 
provided a precise visual illustration20,33,36. All signal onsets 
were determined using custom written software (LabView 
12.0, National Instruments, Austin, TX, USA).

Statistical analyses

Twenty-five two-way mixed factorial analyses of variance 
(ANOVAs) (time [Baseline vs. Week 2 vs. Week 4] x group 
[80% 1RM vs. 30% 1RM]) were used to analyze pRTDV, RT-
D30V, RTD50V, RTD100V, RTD200V, EMDV, iEMG30, iEMG50, 
iEMG100, PTTS, pRTDS, TPTS, pRRS, HRTS, EMDS, MPPs, MDURs, 
PTTD, pRTDD, TPTD, pRRD, HRTD, EMDD, MPPd, and MDURd. Partial 
eta squared (η2

p
  ) and Cohen’s d effect sizes (d) were calculat-

ed for each ANOVA and t-test, respectively. Significant inter-
actions were decomposed with follow-up repeated measures 
ANOVAs and dependent and/or independent samples t-tests 
on the simple main effects. Significant main effects that were 
not involved in an interaction were analyzed with depend-
ent samples t-tests on the marginal means. All statistical 
analyses were completed using IBM SPSS Statistics (v. 22; 
Armonk, NY) and a type-I error rate was set a priori at 5%.

Test-retest reliability for pRTDV, RTD30V, RTD50V, RT-
D100V, RTD200V, EMDV, iEMG30, iEMG50, iEMG100, PTTS, 
pRTDS, TPTS, pRRS, HRTS, EMDS, MPPs, and MDURs were as-
sessed from familiarization to baseline. Repeated measures 
ANOVAs were used to assess systematic error, and model 

2,k37,38 was used to calculate intraclass correlation coeffi-
cients (ICCs) and standard errors of measurement (SEMs). 
The SEMs were expressed as a percentage of the grand mean 
and were reported as coefficients of variation (CV)39. The 
95% confidence intervals for the ICCs were calculated ac-
cording to the procedure described by Shrout and Fleiss37 in 
order to test whether each ICC was greater than zero33.

Results

The range of repetitions completed in the first training ses-
sion during sets 1, 2, and 3 were 37–58, 17–28, and 15–29 
repetitions, respectively in the 30% 1RM group and 8–15, 
7–11, and 2–8 repetitions, respectively in the 80% 1RM 
group. The range of repetitions completed in the last train-
ing session during sets 1, 2, and 3 were 41–97, 22–49, and 

Figure 1. The mean (±standard error) peak rate of torque de-
velopment (Peak RTD) and RTD calculated in time intervals of 
0-30 (RTD30), 0-50 (RTD50), 0-100 (RTD100), and 0-200 
(RTD200) ms from the onset of torque production at baseline, 
2 weeks, and 4 weeks of training in the [a] 80% 1RM group 
and [b] the 30% 1RM group. *Indicates a significant increase 
in RTD200 from baseline to week 4 in the 80% 1RM group. 
There was also a significant interaction for Peak RTD, although 
post-hoc analyses on the simple main effects revealed no sig-
nificant differences.
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17–46 repetitions, respectively in the 30% 1RM group and 
6–18, 5–14, and 5–10 repetitions, respectively in the 80% 
1RM group.

Figure 1 illustrates the means (± standard errors) for 
voluntary RTD at baseline, week 2, and week 4 in the 80% 
and 30% 1RM training groups. There were no group × time 
interactions (p=0.16–0.68; (η2

p
 )=0.03–0.13) or main effects 

for time (p=0.38–0.53; (η2
p
 )=0.05–0.07) or group (p=0.34–

0.90; (η2
p
 )=<0.01–0.06) for RTD30V, RTD50V, or RTD100V. 

However, there were group × time interactions for pRTDV 
(p=0.02; (η2

p
)=0.27) and RTD200V (p=0.04; (η2

p
)=0.22). 

Post-hoc analyses revealed no significant changes across 
time for pRTDV in either the 80% (p=0.11; (η2

p
)=0.28) or 30% 

1RM (p=0.06; (η2
p
)=0.37) groups, nor any significant differ-

ences between groups (p>0.05) at baseline (d=0.02), week 2 
(d=0.15), or week 4 (d=0.62). RTD200V did not change from 
baseline to week 2 (d=0.46), but increased from baseline to 
week 4 (d=1.11) in the 80% 1RM group (Figure 1a). In contrast, 
RTD200V did not change from baseline to week 2 (d=0.04) or 
week 4 (d=0.22) in the 30% 1RM group (Figure 1b).

For EMD, there was no group × time interaction (p=0.62; 
η=0.04) or main effects for time (p=0.40; (η2

p
 )=0.07) or 

group (p=0.72; (η2
p
 )=0.01) (Figure 2). For iEMG30, there 

was no group × time interaction (p=0.95; (η2
p
  )<0.01) or main 

effect for group (p=0.54; (η2
p
 )=0.03), but there was a main 

effect for time (p=0.03; (η2
p
 )=0.24). iEMG30 was greater at 

weeks 2 (d=0.91) and 4 (d=0.85) than at baseline (Figure 3). 
There were, however, no group × time interactions (p=0.86-
0.96; (η2

p
 )=<0.01-0.01), main effects for time (p=0.07–0.26; 

(η2
p
 )=0.10-0.18), or main effects for group (p=0.44-0.56;  

(η2
p
 )=0.03-0.05) for iEMG50 or iEMG100. 
Table 1 displays the means (± standard errors) for the 

contractile characteristics calculated during the evoked sin-
glet twitches at baseline, week 2, and week 4. There were no 
group × time interactions (p=0.31–0.88; (η2

p
 )=0.01–0.09), 

main effects for time (p=0.16–0.81; (η2
p
 )=0.02–0.13), or main 

effects for group (p=0.11–0.81; (η2
p
 )=<0.01–0.19) for PTTS, 

pRTDS, TPTS, pRRS, HRTS, EMDS, MPPs, MDURs.
Table 2 displays the means (± standard errors) for the 

contractile characteristics calculated during the evoked dou-

Figure 2. Mean (±standard error) voluntary electro-
mechanical delay at baseline, 2 weeks, and 4 weeks, 
in the 80% and 30% 1RM groups.

Figure 3. Mean (±standard error) voluntary elec-
tromyographic (EMG) amplitude integrated in 
time intervals of 0-30 (iEMG30), 0-50 (iEMG50), 
and 0-100 (iEMG100) ms after the onset of EMG 
activity collapsed across the 80% and 30% 1RM 
groups. *Indicates that iEMG30 is significantly 
greater at weeks 2 and 4 than at baseline.
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Table 1. The mean (±standard error) evoked singlet twitch characteristics at baseline, week 2, and week 4 in the 80% 1RM and 30% 
1RM groups.

Baseline Week 2 Week 4

8
0

%
 1

R
M

PTT (Nm) 10.3 (±1.7) 10.8 (±2.8) 11.0 (±2.1)

pRTD (Nm·s-1) 298.0 (±72.4) 328.3 (±91.4) 338.0 (±62.1)

TPT (ms) 65.3 (±3.1) 62.3 (±4.4) 61.4 (±3.2)

pRR (Nm·s-1) -187.1 (±40.7) -196.0 (±56.5) -193.8 (±33.8)

HRT (ms) 45.9 (±7.9) 61.3 (±17.6) 39.1 (±5.2)

EMD (ms) 7.6 (±1.7) 7.8 (±2.4) 7.1 (±2.7)

MPP (µV) 11810.1 (±1554.5) 11747.2 (±931.8) 11924.2 (±1455.5)

M
Dur

 (ms) 30.2 (±2.2) 30.2 (±1.6) 26.3 (±2.4)

3
0

%
 1

R
M

PTT (Nm) 10.1 (±1.2) 9.4 (±1.5) 10.5 (±1.9)

pRTD (Nm·s-1) 263.3 (±24.2) 276.0 (±50.3) 311.4 (±53.1)

TPT (ms) 79.4 (±11.4) 75.6 (±5.6) 63.0 (±4.2)

pRR (Nm·s-1) -118.7 (±6.3) -122.7 (±29.5) -152.3 (±31.8)

HRT (ms) 62.7 (±13.9) 55.9 (±6.0) 63.1 (±19.2)

EMD (ms) 8.9 (±1.4) 5.6 (±1.1) 6.9 (±1.1)

MPP (µV) 10245.8 (±1638.8) 10604.9 (±1589.9) 11401.5 (±1647.5)

M
Dur

 (ms) 27.0 (±3.0) 28.3 (±1.9) 28.2 (±1.8) 

PTT = peak twitch torque; pRTD = peak rate of torque development; TPT = time to peak twitch torque; pRR = peak relaxation rate; HRT = half 
relaxation rate; EMD = electromechanical delay; MPP = peak-to-peak M-wave amplitude; MDur = M-wave duration.

Table 2. The mean (±standard error) evoked doublet twitch characteristics at baseline, week 2, and week 4 in the 80% 1RM and 30% 
1RM groups.

Baseline Week 2 Week 4

8
0

%
 1

R
M

PTT (Nm) 19.7 (±4.8) 20.3 (±7.3) 21.1 (±5.5)

pRTD (Nm·s-1) 544.4 (±16.6) 636.3 (±258.7) 574.0 (±145.4)

TPT (ms) 54.2 (±2.3) 54.7 (±4.1) 56.1 (±2.3)

pRR (Nm·s-1) -303.4 (±43.8) -319.4 (±77.3) -339.9 (±49.5)

HRT (ms) 55.1 (±13.3) 44.5 (±6.4) 43.9 (±5.0)

EMD (ms) 6.9 (±0.8) 5.6 (±0.8) 5.2 (±0.6)

MPP (µV) 13656.7 (±1301.8) 13366.5 (±832.5) 13114.0 (±1220.8)

MDur (ms) 32.0 (±1.7) 28.9 (±1.8) 30.3 (±1.9)

3
0

%
 1

R
M

PTT (Nm) 15.1 (±1.5) 13.0 (±1.4) 14.5 (±1.5)

pRTD (Nm·s-1) 404.8 (±33.3) 379.2 (±34.8) 422.7 (±32.9)

TPT (ms) 59.1 (±5.9) 57.7 (±3.4) 53.2 (±2.0)

pRR (Nm·s-1) -179.5 (±21.3) -179.4 (±31.3) -192.5 (±26.2)

HRT (ms) 67.4 (±12.0) 69.3 (±12.4) 53.8 (±9.7)

EMD (ms) 6.4 (±0.9) 5.1 (±1.4) 4.9 (±1.0)

MPP (µV) 9796.1 (±1779.4) 11998.8 (±1771.6) 12586.1 (±1332.3)

MDur (ms) 28.1 (±2.8) 28.2 (±2.0) 28.7 (±2.0)

PTT = peak twitch torque; pRTD = peak rate of torque development; TPT = time to peak twitch torque; pRR = peak relaxation rate; HRT = half 
relaxation rate; EMD = electromechanical delay; MPP = peak-to-peak M-wave amplitude; MDur = M-wave duration.
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blet twitches at baseline, week 2, and week 4. There were no 
group × time interactions (p=0.16–0.99; (η2

p
 )=<0.01–0.13), 

main effects for time (p=0.11–0.87; (η2
p
  )=0.01–0.16), or main 

effects for group (p=0.17–0.66; (η2
p
 )=0.02–0.14) for PTTD, 

pRTDD, TPTD, HRTD, EMDD, MPPd, MDURd. For pRRD there was no 
group × time interaction (p=0.88; (η2

p
 )=0.01) or main effect 

for time (p=0.56; (η2
p
  )=0.04), but there was a main effect for 

group (p=0.04; (η2
p
  )=0.29). The pRRD was greater (d=1.31) in 

the 80% than the 30% 1RM group. 
There was no systematic variability from familiarization 

to baseline for any of the variables (p>0.05). All of the ICCs 
were significantly greater than zero (p<0.05) according to 
the 95% confidence intervals. Table 3 displays the reliability 
statistics for the voluntary RTD, EMG, and muscle activation, 
as well as the evoked singlet contractile characteristics.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this was the first study to investigate the 
effects of high- versus low-load resistance training on RTD, 
EMD, and contractile twitch properties. The primary find-
ings of the present study were that: (1) RTD200V increased 
from baseline to week 4 in the 80% 1RM group, (2) there 

was an interaction for pRTD that may have reflected an in-
crease for the 80% 1RM group and no change or a decrease 
for the 30% 1RM group, (3) iEMG30 increased from baseline 
to week 2 in both groups, and (4) there were no significant 
changes in voluntary EMD or contractile twitch properties 
following 4 weeks of training at 80% or 30% 1RM. 

In a previous study, we observed a significant 23% in-
crease in MVIC strength after 4 weeks of training at 80% 
but not 30% 1RM5. In the present study, RTD200 increased 
from baseline to week 4 for the 80%, but not the 30% 1RM 
group. Andersen and Aagaard14 previously reported that 
RTD200 explained 80% of the variance in MVIC strength, 
while Jenkins et al.15 suggested that RTD200 responds simi-
larly to MVIC strength following eccentric-induced muscle 
damage. Therefore, RTD200 responses in the present study 
mirrored the previously reported MVIC strength responses 
following training at 80% versus 30% 1RM5, and supported 
the hypothesis that RTD200 is influenced by and/or reflects 
the same physiological information that is provided by MVIC 
strength14,15. Unlike earlier phase RTD measurements (i.e., 
RTD30, RTD50, RTD100), these findings collectively suggest 
that RTD200 and MVIC may provide redundant information.

There was also an interaction for pRTD in the present 

Table 3. The reliability statistics (intraclass correlation coefficient [ICC], standard error of measurement [SEM], and coefficient of variation 
[CV]) for voluntary RTD, EMG, and muscle activation, and the evoked singlet contractile characteristics.

Grand Mean ICC SEM CV (%)

V
ol

un
ta

ry

pRTD (Nm·s-1) 1264.3 0.76 203.8 16.1

RTD30 (Nm·s-1) 402.1 0.65 139.4 34.7

RTD50 (Nm·s-1) 635.7 0.76 156.8 24.7

RTD100 (Nm·s-1) 667.8 0.55 128.1 19.2

RTD200 (Nm·s-1) 392.6 0.68 54.8 14.0

EMD (ms) 38.5 0.74 7.8 20.4

iEMG30 (µV) 202.1 0.76 41.3 20.4

iEMG50 (µV) 342.5 0.75 70.6 20.6

iEMG100 (µV) 558.5 0.81 88.3 15.8

E
vo

ke
d

PTT (Nm) 10.1 0.92 1.2 11.9

pRTD (Nm·s-11) 284.6 0.88 49.5 17.4

TPT (ms) 71.3 0.64 11.3 15.9

pRR (Nm·s-1) -147.6 0.91 25.1 17.0

HRT (ms) 56.3 0.85 10.5 18.7

EMD (ms) 8.1 0.70 2.5 31.3

MPP (µV) 10768.8 0.88 1672.2 15.5

MDur (ms) 28.4 0.91 2.3 8.0 

pRTD = peak rate of torque development; RTD30 = rate of torque development from 0 -30 ms; RTD50 = rate of torque development from 
0 – 50 ms; RTD100 = rate of torque development from 0 – 100 ms; RTD200 = rate of torque development from 0 – 200 ms; EMD = electro-
mechanical delay; iEMG30 = time-averaged integrated EMG amplitude from 0 - 30 ms; iEMG50 = time-averaged integrated EMG amplitude 
from 0 – 50 ms; iEMG100 = time-averaged integrated EMG amplitude from 0 – 100 ms; PTT = peak twitch torque; TPT = time to peak twitch 
torque; pRR = peak relaxation rate; HRT = half relaxation rate; MPP = peak-to-peak M-wave amplitude; MDur = M-wave duration.
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study, which may have been due to an increase for the 80% 
1RM group and a decrease for the 30% 1RM group. However, 
post-hoc analyses revealed no significant differences from 
pre- to post-training or between groups, although a moder-
ate (d=0.62) difference was observed between the 80% and 
30% 1RM groups at week 4. Jenkins et al.15 demonstrated 
that pRTD behaves similarly to RTD100 following eccentric-
induced muscle damage. Although RTD100 did not change 
significantly following training, the pattern of change does 
appear to be similar to pRTD. Regardless, our results were 
inconclusive concerning the effects of short-term high- ver-
sus low-load training on pRTD. 

Previous studies have identified increases in motor unit 
firing rate and/or earlier motor unit recruitment as possible 
mechanisms for training- or population-related differences in 
iEMG or the rate of rise in EMG at the onset of muscle activa-
tion12,33,40,41. In the present study, iEMG30 increased by 95% 
and 76% from baseline to week 2 in the 80% and 30% 1RM 
groups, respectively, with no differences between groups. 
Although these adaptations did not result in significant in-
creases in the early phase RTD measurements, there were 
non-significant 17% and 8% increases in RTD30 and RTD50 
from baseline to week 2 (collapsed across group). Early phase 
RTD adaptations are also thought to reflect changes in motor 
unit firing rate12,13,16,42. Therefore, the significant increase in 
iEMG30 and non-significant increases in the early phase RTDs 
that occurred, independent of the different training protocols, 
may reflect increases in motor unit firing rate, occurrence of 
doublet discharges, and/or earlier motor unit recruitment 
that occurred during the first 4 weeks of training. Future stud-
ies may wish to continue examining the effects of high- versus 
low-load training on RTD and iEMG during the initial phases of 
torque production and muscle activation, respectively.

The EMD has been used as an indirect indicator of mus-
culotendinous stiffness20. Theoretically, a stiffer muscle-
tendon unit would result in a decrease in the EMD and result 
in enhanced transmission of forces from the muscle to the 
bone43-45. Muscle stiffness has been shown to be related 
to muscle size43, and muscle hypertrophy is similar in re-
sponse to high- versus low-load training2,3,5,46. However, 
resistance-training mediated increases in tendon stiffness 
have been shown to be load-dependent22. Consequently, 
it may be hypothesized that load-dependent alterations in 
musculotendinous stiffness may influence the strength ad-
aptations observed previously following high- versus low-
load resistance training3-5. In the present study, however, 
there were no changes in voluntary or evoked EMD for ei-
ther the 80% or 30% 1RM training groups. The length of 
training (4 weeks) may have been insufficient to observe 
changes in EMD, however, since previous studies19,22 have 
observed changes in musculotendinous stiffness following 
10-12 weeks of training. Future studies should evaluate the 
effects of high- versus low-load resistance training on the 
EMD over longer training periods.

We observed no significant changes in the evoked con-
tractile twitch characteristics measured in the current study. 
Since it is thought that most of the adaptations during the ini-

tial stages of resistance training are neurally mediated47, the 
lack of observed changes in peripheral contractile properties 
may be unsurprising. However, recent studies have shown 
4-6% increases in muscle size48,49 and a 5% increase in fas-
cicle length48 in as few as 20-28 days of resistance training. 
These findings suggested48,49 that peripheral adaptations 
may occur parallel to neural adaptations and earlier in a re-
sistance training program than previously suspected47,50,51. 
Future studies are needed to more clearly characterize the 
time course of peripheral adaptations (i.e., muscle hyper-
trophy, architecture, and contractile twitch properties) in re-
sponse to resistance training.

This study had several limitations. First, due to the test-
ing procedures (i.e., peripheral nerve stimulation), our sam-
ple size was limited. In addition, this study investigated the 
effects of 80% versus 30% 1RM resistance training during 
elbow flexion. Therefore, these results may not be generaliz-
able to other muscle groups (i.e., leg extensors/flexors, plan-
tar flexors, etc.) or to multi-joint movements. Finally, training 
was performed over the course of 4 weeks. Future studies 
may wish to study the adaptations to 80% versus 30% 1RM 
resistance training over longer periods of training. 

Overall, the results of the present study indicated that 4 
weeks of resistance training at 80% 1RM, but not 30% 1RM, 
caused an in increase in RTD200, which likely reflected simi-
lar increases in MVIC. There were also increases from base-
line to week 4 in iEMG during the first 30 ms of muscle acti-
vation for the 80% and 30% 1RM groups, which may have 
indicated increases in early phase recruitment or motor unit 
firing frequency. However, there were no significant training-
induced adaptations in EMD or contractile twitch proper-
ties. Future longer-term studies are needed to continue our 
understanding of the changes in RTD, EMD, and contractile 
twitch properties in response to high- versus low-load resist-
ance training. 

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank Noelle M. Yeo and Jessie M. Miller 
for their help with data collection. This study was supported in part by 
the University of Nebraska Agricultural Research Division with funds 
provided through the Hatch Act (Agency: United States Department of 
Agriculture, National Institute of Food and Agriculture; Accession No: 
1000080; Project No: NEB-36-078).

References

1. Burd NA, West DW, Staples AW, Atherton PJ, Baker JM, 
Moore DR, et al. Low-load high volume resistance ex-
ercise stimulates muscle protein synthesis more than 
high-load low volume resistance exercise in young men. 
PloS one 2010;5(8):e12033. 

2. Mitchell CJ, Churchward-Venne TA, West DW, Burd NA, 
Breen L, Baker SK, et al. Resistance exercise load does 
not determine training-mediated hypertrophic gains in 
young men. J Appl Physiol 2012;113(1):71-7.

3. Ogasawara R, Loenneke JP, Thiebaud RS, Abe T. Low-
load bench press training to fatigue results in muscle 



143http://www.ismni.org

N.D.M. Jenkins et al.: High vs. low-load training on contractile characteristics

hypertrophy similar to high-load bench press training. 
Int J Clin Med 2013;4(2):114-21.

4. Van Roie E, Bautmans I, Boonen S, Coudyzer W, Kennis 
E, Delecluse C. Impact of external resistance and maxi-
mal effort on force-velocity characteristics of the knee 
extensors during strengthening exercise: a randomized 
controlled experiment. J Strength Cond Res 2013; 
27(4):1118-27. 

5. Jenkins ND, Housh TJ, Buckner SL, Bergstrom HC, 
Cochrane KC, Hill EC, et al. Neuromuscular adaptations 
after 2- and 4- weeks of 80% versus 30% 1RM resist-
ance training to failure. J Strength Cond Res 2015; In 
Press.

6. Garber CE, Blissmer B, Deschenes MR, Franklin BA, 
Lamonte MJ, Lee IM, et al. American College of Sports 
Medicine position stand. Quantity and quality of exer-
cise for developing and maintaining cardiorespiratory, 
musculoskeletal, and neuromotor fitness in apparently 
healthy adults: guidance for prescribing exercise. Med 
Sci Sports Exerc 2011;43(7):1334-59. 

7. NSCA. Essentials of strength training and conditioning. 
3rd ed. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics; 2008. xiv, 641 p.

8. Schuenke MD, Herman J, Staron RS. Preponderance of 
evidence proves “big” weights optimize hypertrophic 
and strength adaptations. Eur J Appl Physiol 2013; 
113(1):269-71. 

9. Burd NA, Moore DR, Mitchell CJ, Phillips SM. Big claims 
for big weights but with little evidence. Eur J Appl Phys-
iol 2013;113(1):267-8. 

10. Ogasawara R, Thiebaud RS, Loenneke JP, Loftin M, 
Abe T. Time course for arm and chest muscle thickness 
changes following bench press training. Interv Med Appl 
Sci 2012;4(4):217-20. 

11. Ricard MD, Ugrinowitsch C, Parcell AC, Hilton S, Rubley 
MD, Sawyer R, et al. Effects of rate of force develop-
ment on EMG amplitude and frequency. Int J Sports Med 
2005;26(1):66-70. 

12. Aagaard P, Simonsen EB, Andersen JL, Magnusson P, 
Dyhre-Poulsen P. Increased rate of force development 
and neural drive of human skeletal muscle following re-
sistance training. J Appl Physiol 2002;93(4):1318-26.

13. Van Cutsem M, Duchateau J, Hainaut K. Changes in sin-
gle motor unit behaviour contribute to the increase in 
contraction speed after dynamic training in humans. J 
Physiol 1998;513(Pt.1):295-305. 

14. Andersen LL, Aagaard P. Influence of maximal muscle 
strength and intrinsic muscle contractile properties on 
contractile rate of force development. Eur J Appl Physiol 
2006;96(1):46-52. 

15. Jenkins ND, Housh TJ, Traylor DA, Cochrane KC, Berg-
strom HC, Lewis RW, et al. The rate of torque develop-
ment: a unique, non-invasive indicator of eccentric-
induced muscle damage? Int J Sports Med 2014; 
35(14):1190-5.

16. Jenkins ND, Palmer TB, Cramer JT. Comparing the re-
liability of voluntary and evoked muscle actions. Clin 
Physiol Funct Imaging 2013;34(6):434-41. 

17. Cavanagh PR, Komi PV. Electromechanical delay 
in human skeletal muscle under concentric and ec-
centric contractions. Eur J Appl Physiol Occup Phys 
1979;42(3):159-63. 

18. Vos EJ, Harlaar J, van Ingen Schenau GJ. Electrome-
chanical delay during knee extensor contractions. Med 
Sci Sports Exerc 1991;23(10):1187-93. 

19. Grosset JF, Piscione J, Lambertz D, Perot C. Paired 
changes in electromechanical delay and musculo-ten-
dinous stiffness after endurance or plyometric training. 
Eur J Appl Physiol 2009;105(1):131-9. 

20. Costa PB, Ryan ED, Herda TJ, Walter AA, Hoge KM, 
Cramer JT. Acute effects of passive stretching on the 
electromechanical delay and evoked twitch properties. 
Eur J Appl Physiol 2010;108(2):301-10. 

21. Kubo K, Kanehisa H, Ito M, Fukunaga T. Effects of iso-
metric training on the elasticity of human tendon struc-
tures in vivo. J Appl Physiol 2001;91(1):26-32. 

22. Malliaras P, Kamal B, Nowell A, Farley T, Dhamu H, 
Simpson V, et al. Patellar tendon adaptation in rela-
tion to load-intensity and contraction type. J Biomech 
2013;46(11):1893-9.

23. Schoenfeld BJ, Wilson JM, Lowery RP, Krieger JW. Mus-
cular adaptations in low- versus high-load resistance 
training: A meta-analysis. Eur J Sport Sci 2014:1-10. 

24. Jenkins ND, Housh TJ, Bergstrom HC, Cochrane KC, Hill 
EC, Smith CM, et al. Muscle activation during three sets 
to failure at 80 vs. 30 % 1RM resistance exercise. Eur J 
Appl Physiol 2015;115(11):2335-47.

25. Netreba A, Popov D, Bravyy Y, Lyubaeva E, Terada M, 
Ohira T, et al. Responses of knee extensor muscles to leg 
press training of various types in human. Rossiiskii fizio-
logicheskii zhurnal imeni IM Sechenova / Rossiiskaia 
akademiia nauk 2013;99(3):406-16. 

26. Enoka RM. Neuromechanics of human movement. Fifth 
edition. ed. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics; 2015. vii, 
496 p.

27. Canepari M, Pellegrino MA, D’Antona G, Bottinelli R. 
Skeletal muscle fibre diversity and the underlying mech-
anisms. Acta Physiol (Oxf) 2010;199(4):465-76. 

28. Schmidtbleicher D, Haralambie G. Changes in contractile 
properties of muscle after strength training in man. Eur 
J Appl Physiol Occup Physiol 1981;46(3):221-8. 

29. Alway SE, Sale DG, MacDougall JD. Twitch contractile 
adaptations are not dependent on the intensity of iso-
metric exercise in the human triceps surae. Eur J Appl 
Physiol Occup Phys 1990;60(5):346-52. 

30. Churchward-Venne TA, Burd NA, Phillips SM. Nutritional 
regulation of muscle protein synthesis with resistance 
exercise: strategies to enhance anabolism. Nutr Metab 
(Lond.) 2012;9(1):40. doi: 10.1186/1743-7075-9-40. 
PubMed PMID: 22594765; PubMed Central PMCID: 
PMC3464665.

31. Hermens HJ, Freriks B, Merletti R, Stegeman D, Blok J, 
Rau G, et al. SENIAM 8: European recommendations for 
surface electromyography. The Netherlands: Roessngh 
Research and Development; 1999. viii, 122 p.



144http://www.ismni.org

N.D.M. Jenkins et al.: High vs. low-load training on contractile characteristics

32. Beck TW, Housh TJ. Use of electromyography in study-
ing human movement. In: Hong Y, Bartlett R, editors. 
Routledge Handbook of Biomechanics and Human 
Movement. New York: Routledge; 2008. p. 214-30.

33. Jenkins ND, Buckner SL, Cochrane KC, Bergstrom 
HC, Palmer TB, Johnson GO, et al. Age-related dif-
ferences in rates of torque development and rise in 
EMG are eliminated by normalization. Exp Gerontol 
2014;57C:18-28. 

34. Girard O, Bishop DJ, Racinais S. Neuromuscular adjust-
ments of the quadriceps muscle after repeated cycling 
sprints. PloS one 2013;8(5):e61793. 

35. Basmajian JV, De Luca CJ. Muscles alive : their functions 
revealed by electromyography. 5th ed. Baltimore: Wil-
liams & Wilkins; 1985. xii, 561 p.

36. Tillin NA, Pain MT, Folland JP. Identification of contrac-
tion onset during explosive contractions. Response 
to Thompson et al. “Consistency of rapid muscle force 
characteristics: influence of muscle contraction on-
set detection methodology” [J Electromyogr Kinesiol 
2012;22(6):893-900]. J Electromyogr Kinesiol 2013; 
23(4):991-4. 

37. Shrout PE, Fleiss JL. Intraclass correlations: uses in as-
sessing rater reliability. Psychol Bull 1979;86(2):420-8. 

38. Weir JP. Quantifying test-retest reliability using the in-
traclass correlation coefficient and the SEM. J Strength 
Cond Res 2005;19(1):231-40. 

39. Hopkins WG. Measures of reliability in sports medicine 
and science. Sports Med. 2000;30(1):1-15. 

40. Un CP, Lin KH, Shiang TY, Chang EC, Su SC, Wang HK. 
Comparative and reliability studies of neuromechanical 
leg muscle performances of volleyball athletes in differ-
ent divisions. Eur J Appl Physiol 2013;113(2):457-66. 

41. Barry BK, Warman GE, Carson RG. Age-related differ-
ences in rapid muscle activation after rate of force de-
velopment training of the elbow flexors. Exp Brain Res 
2005;162(1):122-32. 

42. Klass M, Baudry S, Duchateau J. Age-related decline 
in rate of torque development is accompanied by lower 
maximal motor unit discharge frequency during fast 
contractions. J Appl Physiol 2008;104(3):739-46. 

43. Ryan ED, Thompson BJ, Herda TJ, Sobolewski EJ, 
Costa PB, Walter AA, et al. The relationship between 
passive stiffness and evoked twitch properties: the in-
fluence of muscle CSA normalization. Physiol Meas 
2011;32(6):677-86. 

44. Murphy AJ, Watsford ML, Coutts AJ, Pine MJ. Reliability 
of a test of musculotendinous stiffness for the triceps-
surae. Phys Ther Sport 2003;4(4):175-81. 

45. Watsford M, Ditroilo M, Fernandez-Pena E, D’Amen G, 
Lucertini F. Muscle stiffness and rate of torque devel-
opment during sprint cycling. Med Sci Sports Exerc 
2010;42(7):1324-32. 

46. Schoenfeld BJ, Peterson MD, Ogborn D, Contreras 
B, Sonmez GT. Effects of Low- Versus High-Load Re-
sistance Training on Muscle Strength and Hypertro-
phy in Well-Trained Men. J Strength Cond Res 2015; 
29(10):2954-63. 

47. Gabriel DA, Kamen G, Frost G. Neural adaptations to re-
sistive exercise - Mechanisms and recommendations for 
training practices. Sports Med 2006;36(2):133-49. 

48. Seynnes OR, de Boer M, Narici MV. Early skeletal mus-
cle hypertrophy and architectural changes in response 
to high-intensity resistance training. J Appl Physiol 
2007;102(1):368-73. 

49. DeFreitas JM, Beck TW, Stock MS, Dillon MA, Kasishke 
PR 2nd. An examination of the time course of training-
induced skeletal muscle hypertrophy. Eur J Appl Physiol 
2011;111(11):2785-90. 

50. Sale DG. Neural adaptation to resistance training. Med 
Sci Sports Exerc 1988;20(5 Suppl):S135-45. 

51. Moritani T, deVries HA. Neural factors versus hypertro-
phy in the time course of muscle strength gain. Am J 
Phys Med 1979;58(3):115-30.


	University of Nebraska - Lincoln
	DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
	2016

	Four weeks of high- versus low-load resistance training to failure on the rate of torque development, electromechanical delay, and contractile twitch properties
	N.D.M. Jenkins
	Terry J. Housh
	S.L. Buckner
	H.C. Bergstrom
	C. M. Smith
	See next page for additional authors
	Authors


	tmp.1481060022.pdf.HRkHQ

