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Your fat burning zones 
 
Losing weight is a common goal for both recreational and competitive athletes, but it is 
also sometimes a difficult goal to achieve.  At our office, we always get questions about 
the magical “fat burning zone”.  Many of the cardio machines in gyms now have displays 
and programs targeting your heart rate for these special “fat burning zones.”  As a result, 
many people will try to stay in these heart rate zones exclusively when trying to melt 
away fat.  Is this the right strategy?  Will you lose weight?  Let’s try to shed some light 
on this tricky subject.  
 
First, a couple of facts: 

1) The only way to lose weight is to put fewer calories in versus calories being 
expended by your basal metabolic rate and activity combined.  From a dietary 
standpoint, your body will either use carbohydrates or fats as an energy source.  

2) A pound of fat equals 3500 calories (Kcal). 
3) Metabolically, depending on the intensity of your workouts, your body will use 

stored glycogen as a fuel source for the first 45-60 minutes of working out.  
Without refueling, muscle and liver glycogen depletion can lead to “bonking” 
during longer workouts. 

4) As your exercise intensity increases, the percentage of energy you get from fat 
decreases.  Graphically based, fat metabolism usually looks something like this: 

 

 
Your peak utilization of fat calories burned/min is usually at a fairly low heart rate and 
exertion level.  This peak is sometimes referred to as your aerobic base.  As you increase 
your exertion and workload, the total number of calories/min goes up but the percentage 
of calories coming from fat vs. carbohydrates goes down.  As your body reaches your 
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anaerobic threshold (the point at which your carbon dioxide production is greater that 
your oxygen consumption), you are using carbohydrates as the primary fuel source.   
 
Let’s assume you are trying to lose weight and have an hour to work out.  What kind of 
work out would be best?  Here are four different workouts at three different exertion 
levels. 
 
 
 
Exercise at low intensity (Maximal Fat burning/min) 
60 min x 5 Kcal/min=   300 fat calories 
60 min  x 10 Kcal/min=   600 total calories 
 
Exercise at moderate intensity 
60 min x 3 Kcal fat/min=   180 fat calories 
60 min x 15 Kcal/min=  900 total calories 
 
Exercise at anaerobic threshold 
60 min x 0 Kcal fat/min= 0 fat calories 
60 min x 17 Kcal/min=  1020 total calories 
 
Longer workout at low intensity 
120 min x 5K cal/min= 600  fat calories 
120 min x 10 Kcal/min= 1200 total calories 
 
While you burn more fat calories at a lower heart rate level, your overall caloric 
expenditure is greater at higher rates of exertion.  As we established in fact #1, when 
caloric output is greater than calories in (food), you will lose fat.  Thus, exercise at a 
higher exertion will result in greater caloric deficit although fewer calories will be “fat 
calories.” 
 
So what do we recommend?  Obviously working out at your highest levels of intensity 
may consume the most calories per minute, but it will lead to burn out and overtraining.  
Exercising for longer periods of time at a lower exertion level will burn more calories 
than shorter workouts at higher intensities; unfortunately, with our busy schedules, we 
don’t always have time to workout for hours.  In addition, if you only work out in lower 
heart rate zones, your body won’t learn to adapt and use fats more efficiently in higher 
heart rate zones. 
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Generally, a blend of workouts of varying intensity can train your body to more 
efficiently use fat as a fuel source.  Workouts in the heart rate zones between your 
aerobic base and anaerobic threshold will train your body overtime to better use fat as 
fuel source.    Long sustained workouts will help to deplete you stored glycogen and 
force your body to use fats for energy without over taxing your body.   
 
How do you know where your heart rate zones are?   Fortunately, the technology to do 
metabolic testing is no longer limited to elite athletes.  With a simple 10-20 minute 
exercise test at a qualified exercise physiology lab, you should be able to find out how 
your body is using fats and carbohydrates.  Armed with this data, a structured training 
plan and a sensible healthy diet, you should be able to shed those unwanted pounds.    
   
 
 


