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INTENTIONAL
TRAINING



Understanding Intentional Training in Firefighter Fitness
Intentional physical training is the ability to align your preparation with the real demands of the 
job. It is not random, reactive, or based on convenience. It is deliberate, guided by purpose, and 
grounded in what the job actually requires. 

The fireground demands consistent performance under unpredictable conditions. Firefighters 
must manage fatigue, stress, and limited recovery while maintaining physical and mental 
capacity. This level of performance is not built through inconsistent effort. It requires preparation 
that holds up over time, not just in isolated moments or individual workouts.

Intentional training reflects those demands by bringing structure to your workouts, clarity to your 
decisions, and consistency to your progress, turning random workouts into a training system 
that supports long-term readiness.

In Fire Department Incident Safety Officer, Dave Dodson distinguishes between arbitrary 
aggressiveness and intellectual aggressiveness. Arbitrary aggressiveness is reactive and driven 
by impulse. Intellectual aggressiveness is deliberate, informed, and aligned with conditions.

On the fireground, we do not confuse motion with progress. We size up conditions, establish a 
plan, and execute with purpose.

That same principle applies to how you train.

An arbitrary approach to fitness often looks like random workouts, inconsistent intensity, and 
decisions based on mood or convenience. Effort is present, but direction is not, which can lead 
to plateaus and increased injury risk.

An intentional approach is structured and purposeful. Each workout has a role, and each phase 
of training contributes to a broader objective aligned with the demands of the job.

Firefighters are not short on effort. What is often missing is structure and direction.
How you train matters more than how hard you train.

Intentional training closes that gap by connecting assessment, planning, execution, 
evaluation, and adjustment into a cohesive system, ensuring that what you do in the gym 
translates to how you perform on the fireground.
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Why Intentional Training Matters
Exercise science provides a clear foundation for why intentional training matters.
The body adapts specifically to the demands placed upon it. This is the Specific Adaptation to 
Imposed Demands (SAID) principle. The training stimulus you apply determines the adaptation 
you receive.

▪ If training is random, adaptation is random.
▪ If training is intentional, adaptation becomes predictable.

That predictability comes from key principles working together. Specificity ensures training 
reflects the demands of the job. Progressive overload builds capacity over time. Energy 
system development prepares you for both sustained and high-intensity effort, while recovery 
and management of total training load allow that adaptation to occur without breaking down.

Periodization organizes these elements over time, creating a structured approach to building, 
recovering, and progressing. Autoregulation allows you to adjust that plan based on 
readiness, fatigue, and real-time performance.

These principles are not theoretical. They have been used in high-performance sport for 
decades to build consistent performance under pressure and apply directly to firefighter fitness 
and long-term health.

The demands of the job are clear – repeated high-intensity work, under load, with limited 
recovery. Advancing a hose line, forcing entry, climbing stairs, and performing rescues all 
require strength, endurance, coordination, and the ability to sustain effort over time.

These demands are not random. Your training should not be either.

We do not operate without structure. We size up conditions, establish a strategy, execute tactics 
and tasks, and adjust based on what we observe. Training should follow the same model.

When applied, these principles create structured, progressive, and adaptable training. Progress 
becomes measurable. Recovery is managed. Performance becomes consistent and reliable.

When ignored, the opposite happens. Training becomes inconsistent. Fatigue accumulates 
without direction. Progress stalls. Injury risk increases.

How you train determines how you adapt, how you perform, and how long you last.

The goal is simple: apply scientific principles with structure and purpose so that what you do in 
training prepares you for the demands of the job.

Understanding why intentional training matters is only the first step. The next is applying it.



Key Concepts for Intentional Training

1. Establish Your Baseline Fitness Level
You cannot train with purpose if you don’t know where you’re starting from.

On the fireground, a proper size up is the first step in making good decisions. Without it, we rely 
on guesswork, which leads to poor outcomes and unnecessary risk. The same applies to your 
training.

A baseline fitness assessment is your readiness size up. It provides the information needed 
to build a plan, set priorities, and train with intent.

A proper fitness size up does more than check a box. It helps you identify strengths and 
limitations, set clear goals, track progress, reduce injury risk, and ensure your training translates 
to the job.
Being “fit” is not the same as being ready for the demands of firefighting. This is how you close 
that gap.
General, tactical, and job-specific assessments each provide a different perspective. Together, 
they provide a complete picture of your readiness.
Know where you are, so you can train for where you need to be.

2. Train for the Job, Not Just the Gym
Random workouts do not build reliable performance.

On the fireground, we operate with a clear strategy. Your firefighter fitness plan should follow 
the same principle.

Training with purpose starts with choosing an approach that aligns with your current fitness 
level, your goals, and the demands of the job. No two firefighters are the same, and your 
training should reflect that.

A structured training plan provides direction, progression, and intent, organizing your training 
into cycles so you can build capacity, recover effectively, and make steady progress over time.
There are several ways to approach firefighter fitness, and each serves a purpose depending 
on your needs.

Everyday movement supports health, recovery, and consistency. Low-intensity activity such as 
walking, mobility work, or light circuits promotes circulation, reduces stiffness, and helps 
maintain readiness between more demanding sessions.



General fitness builds a foundation of strength and endurance through muscle group training 
and steady-state cardio. It develops overall physical capacity, supports body composition, and 
improves cardiovascular health.

Functional fitness improves movement quality, joint stability, and work capacity. By training 
movement patterns across planes of motion and developing both aerobic and anaerobic 
systems, it bridges the gap between general fitness and the dynamic demands of the job.

Tactical fitness is specialized, job-specific training that builds the strength, stamina, and 
resilience needed for both training and emergency response. It prepares you for the unique and 
unpredictable demands of the fireground.

Each approach has value. Together, they create a progression from general fitness to 
job-specific readiness.

When your training is aligned with a clear plan, each session contributes to a larger objective.

3. Align Your Training With the Season You’re In
Firefighter physical training is not static. Your intent must evolve with your career, your life, and
your current capacity.

Firefighters may not have traditional seasons, but we move through distinct phases in our 
careers, each requiring a different focus. Training that does not adapt leads to stagnation, 
fatigue, or injury.

Training intent shifts across these seasons.
▪ Candidate and Academy: Foundation and Capacity Phase focuses on building a strong

base through movement quality, aerobic development, and strength training.
▪ Probation: Prove and Survive Phase introduces real-world demands where managing

fatigue and prioritizing recovery becomes critical.
▪ Career and Promotion: Sustain and Lead Phase requires consistency and adaptation to

stress, schedule, and accumulated fatigue.
▪ Senior and Pre-Retirement: Protect and Exit Strong Phase prioritizes health, mobility, and

long-term resilience.
▪ Pregnancy and Postpartum: New Operational Phase requires intentional adaptation,

maintaining strength, stability, and recovery while adjusting intensity.

Each phase reflects the changing demands of the job and the evolving needs of the firefighter 
over the course of a career.

Training aligns with current capacity, recovery, and operational demands rather than past 
performance or someone else’s program.



4. Manage Intensity With Purpose
More is not always better. Progress comes from applying the right amount of stress at the right
time.
A well-structured program includes a range of intensities, each with a purpose.

▪ Moderate intensity builds strength and control.
▪ High intensity develops work capacity and resilience.
▪ Low intensity supports recovery and readiness.

Each plays a role. Together, they create a balanced system that supports performance and 
long-term resilience.

The key is knowing when to apply each one.

Pay attention to how your body responds and adjusts load, volume, and intensity based on 
readiness, fatigue, and overall stress.

The right intensity depends on your current season, your recovery, and your readiness. This is 
how you build capacity without breaking down and stay consistent over time.

5. Balance Stress and Recovery to Sustain Performance
Firefighter performance is shaped by the total stress placed on the body, both in and out of the
gym.

▪ Total Training Load refers to the physical stress of training.
▪ Allostatic Load refers to the cumulative stress from life, work, and environment.

They are always interacting. You can control your training load and influence your allostatic 
load, but you cannot ignore either.

The goal is not to eliminate stress. The goal is to apply the right amount of stress and allow the 
body to recover and adapt.

Use higher-intensity training strategically and support it with lower-intensity work that promotes 
recovery.

Prioritize sleep, nutrition, hydration, and stress management.
Adjust your training when needed. This is not a step backward. It is how you stay consistent 
and continue to progress.

You do not get stronger during the workout. You get stronger from the recovery that follows.



Training does not end when the workout is over.

On the fireground, we apply an After Action Review (AAR). In the gym, we apply that same 
concept through scoring the workout.

Track objective metrics such as time, load, reps, and heart rate, along with subjective 
metrics like movement quality, intensity, and readiness.

Together, these provide a complete picture of performance.

The goal is not just to collect data, but to learn from each session and apply what you discover. 

This creates a feedback loop for continuous improvement and long-term readiness.

1. Establish your baseline fitness.
2. Choose a structured training plan.
3. Consider the season you’re in.
4. Manage intensity with purpose.
5. Balance stress and recovery.
6. Score and adjust.

Just like the fireground.
Size up. Plan. Execute. Adjust.

Small improvements in how you train lead to long-term gains in performance, resilience, and 
career longevity.

6. Scoring is Part of the Workout

Put This Into Practice



Additional Resources
Programs & Guides
▪ International Association of Fire Fighters – Fit to Thrive (F2T) Program
▪ NSCA – Tactical Strength & Conditioning Resources
▪ EXOS – Shaping the Future of Human Performance

Articles
▪ Fire Engineering – A Prepared Firefighter Is a Fit Firefighter
▪ CRACKYL Magazine – 4 Tactics to Build Strength, Resilience, and Real-World Readiness
▪ CRACKYL Magazine – Train With Purpose
▪ CRACKYL Magazine – Perform With Confidence
▪ CRACKYL Magazine – Be Response Ready

Podcasts and Videos
▪ Beneath the Helmet: Achieving Health and Wellness as a Firefighter
▪ Behind the Shield – Dr. David Frost: Firefighter Fitness and Wellness

Disclaimer: The information and resources presented in this document are for informational purposes only. They are not 
intended to offer a diagnosis or treatment of any health issue. Consult a healthcare professional if you feel you may be 
experiencing a health issue or for any questions you may have. This document does not provide a comprehensive listing of 
resources that are available.

Research
 High-Intensity Functional Training Improves Firefighter Performance
 Evaluation of a Fitness Intervention for New Firefighters (Tucson Fire Dept, AZ)
 Effects of Fire Fighter Protective Ensembles on Mobility and Performance

https://www.iaff.org/fit-to-thrive/
https://www.nsca.com/professional-development/professional-areas/tsac-professionals/
https://www.teamexos.com/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8704463/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4893120/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0003687010000098
https://www.fireengineering.com/firefighting/a-prepared-firefighter-is-a-fit-firefighter/
https://www.crackyl.com/4-tactics-to-build-strength-resilience-and-real-world-readiness/
https://www.crackyl.com/train-with-purpose-intentional-preparation-for-the-demands-of-the-job/
https://www.crackyl.com/perform-with-confidence-when-preparation-meets-the-moment/
https://www.crackyl.com/be-response-ready-where-preparation-and-adaptation-go-to-work/
https://youtu.be/dlH7T3R1CQM?si=1nLFyYOoDeLvOdYy
https://www.jamesgeering.com/behind-the-shield-podcast/2018/7/22/episode-115-dr-david-frost





